Disruptive behavior in the classroom in an urban, restructured middle school : does systemic thinking help? by Wright, John Edward
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst 
Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 
1-1-1994 
Disruptive behavior in the classroom in an urban, restructured 
middle school : does systemic thinking help? 
John Edward Wright 
University of Massachusetts Amherst 
Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1 
Recommended Citation 
Wright, John Edward, "Disruptive behavior in the classroom in an urban, restructured middle school : does 
systemic thinking help?" (1994). Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014. 5165. 
https://scholarworks.umass.edu/dissertations_1/5165 
This Open Access Dissertation is brought to you for free and open access by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. It 
has been accepted for inclusion in Doctoral Dissertations 1896 - February 2014 by an authorized administrator of 
ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst. For more information, please contact scholarworks@library.umass.edu. 

DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR IN THE CLASSROOM IN AN URBAN, 
RESTRUCTURED MIDDLE SCHOOL: DOES SYSTEMIC THINKING HELP? 
A Dissertation Presented 
by 
JOHN EDWARD WRIGHT 
Submitted to the Graduate School of the 
University of Massachusetts Amherst in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of 
DOCTOR OF EDUCATION 
February 1994 
School of Education 
®Copyright by John Edward Wright 1994 
All Rights Reserved 
DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR IN THE CLASSROOM IN AN URBAN, 
RESTRUCTURED MIDDLE SCHOOL: DOES SYSTEMIC THINKING HELP? 
A Dissertation Presented 
by 
JOHN EDWARD WRIGHT 
Approved as to style and content by: 
DEDICATION 
In memory of my parents, Edward J. Wright (1898-1977) 
and Mary E. (Faulkner) Wright (1902-1978). 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 
I want to express my appreciation to William 
Matthews, Chairperson of my dissertation committee, for 
the invaluable support and direction that he provided 
throughout the dissertation process. Grace Craig has been 
an important support person for me during my struggle to 
complete my doctoral studies. I want also to thank 
Josephine Ryan for her encouragement and support during 
this process. I wish to express a special thanks to 
Ronald Fredrickson, recently retired, whose insightful 
suggestions and constant availability helped immeasurably 
during difficult times in the long process of my doctoral 
program. 
I must acknowledge Betti Swasey and Joanne Provost 
since their work often goes unrecognized. I would not 
have completed this project without their assistance. 
I want to recognize especially my partner, Susan 
Garrett, for her patience, advice and encouragement. My 
son, Timothy J. Wright, D.O., and my daughter, Kimberly J. 
Wright, Ph.D. candidate, have inspired me by their own 
academic efforts as well as encouraged me with their 
loving support. 
I am grateful for the continued interest and advice I 
received from my colleagues in the Center for Psycholo¬ 
gical Services and Psychology Department at Westfield 
State College. I want to acknowledge my family and 
V 
friends for their never failing belief in me throughout 
this process. I am also grateful to the teachers and 
students who agreed to participate with me in this 
proj ect. 
vi 
ABSTRACT 
DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR IN THE CLASSROOM IN AN URBAN, 
RESTRUCTURED MIDDLE SCHOOL: DOES SYSTEMIC THINKING HELP? 
FEBRUARY 1994 
JOHN EDWARD WRIGHT, B.A., COLLEGE OF THE HOLY CROSS 
M.ED., WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE 
M.A., WESTFIELD STATE COLLEGE 
ED.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor William J. Matthews 
Many restructured public middle schools assign their 
classroom teachers to interdisciplinary teams (math, 
English, etc.) with common planning time scheduled weekly. 
Students are then assigned to one team of teachers, and 
this team and their students stay together throughout the 
school year. As a result, teachers and students learn 
more about each other, and teachers can increase their 
emphasis on the social, emotional and physical needs of 
their students. One goal of this increased emphasis is a 
reduction in disruptive behaviors in the classrooms. 
However, many teachers from these teams have reported 
little or no reduction in these disruptive behaviors. 
This study framed middle-school restructuring as a 
beginning systemic intervention and hypothesized the 
following: If teachers learned about systemic ideas that 
underlie restructuring and applied systemic interventions 
in the classroom, the disruptive behaviors would decrease. 
Vll 
A team of four public middle school teachers were 
introduced to systemic thinking and interventions during 
weekly meetings for ten consecutive weeks. They viewed 
classroom behavior from a systemic perspective and prac¬ 
ticed systemic interventions in the classroom. They kept 
track of their efforts each week and reported any changes 
that occurred. Some of the students from the team talked 
about their classroom behavior as well as other events in 
their lives which they believed influenced their behavior 
in the classroom. 
The results show that one member of the team reported 
a significant decrease in disruptive behaviors and one 
reported some decrease. Two members who rarely experi¬ 
enced disruptive behaviors in their classrooms reported an 
increase in their confidence as a result of learning a 
theoretical basis for their past and present successes. 
The team as a whole reported feeling more cohesive and 
productive, and, as a result, more successful in accom¬ 
plishing their goals. Almost all the student participants 
reported wanting their classroom teacher to know about the 
events in their lives outside of school. The students 
also reported that much of their disruptive classroom 
behaviors increased in amount and intensity if they could 
get no help or understanding with their out-of-school 
problems. 
Vlll 
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Background of the Problem 
For the last ten years or so, public schools, and 
urban public schools in particular, have been reporting 
the following: a twenty-five percent student drop-out 
rate before graduation; high retention rates especially in 
grades seven through nine; large numbers of students 
suspended from school for many days in a row; an increase 
in assaults and disruptive behaviors in schools and in 
classrooms; and an increase in teen pregnancy. Urban 
public schools have been experiencing an increased number 
of children from poorer families who have little or no 
resources at home to help with school or school-related 
problems. As the public school staff find themselves 
responding to more and more nonacademic issues, staff who 
are trained primarily in academic areas find themselves at 
a loss when confronted with the social/behavioral problems 
mentioned above. 
In spite of the magnitude of the problems facing the 
urban public schools, many efforts have been made to 
respond to the increased demand placed upon the schools. 
Some of these efforts have included the following: 
1) drug education programs; 2) teenage parenting programs; 
3) alternative schools within the public school walls; and 
4) strengthened counseling and supportive services for 
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students and their families. One of the efforts at the 
sixth through ninth grade level has been the restructuring 
of traditional junior high schools to middle schools. 
This effort has led to the following changes in those 
schools: 
1. clustering of students of the same grade in the 
same physical area within the school building; 
2. assigning academic teachers to interdisciplinary 
teams with the responsibility for the same group of 
students all year long; 
3. assigning these teams common planning time in 
order to share information about student progress, meet 
with parents, and plan coteaching and/or team teaching 
units; 
4. emphasizing the social, emotional, physical, and 
cognitive developmental needs of the students; 
5. assigning students to heterogeneously grouped 
classes in which different instructional strategies 
(cooperative learning, project-based learning, etc.) and 
evaluation/assessments of student progress (portfolio 
assessment, narratives of students* mastery, etc.) are 
used; 
6. involving social service agencies, businesses, 
colleges, community groups, and parents in a direct way 
with the education of the students; and 
7. developing shared decision-making models of 
school governance. 
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In spite of these efforts, which have included in- 
service training for staff in all of the areas listed 
above, middle school teachers still report problems with 
student behavior in the following areas: a) physical 
fights, b) arguing in class, c) tardiness to class, d) 
coming unprepared to class, and e) academic failures. 
This change from a traditional junior high to a 
restructured middle school came about, in part, by 
applying some of the principles of systems theory in 
general, and family systems theory in particular, to the 
schools* problems. For example, since students and 
teachers rarely spent much time with the same group in a 
junior high school, the number of subsystems in that 
system (junior high school) was thought to be too large to 
be helpful. Middle-school-aged students really need a 
solid relationship with supportive adults in order for 
them to solve the complex problems connected to the 
developmental task of moving away from their families of 
origin and closer to their peer group. By establishing 
teams of four or five teachers who would have the same 
students all year, the problem was of too many subsystems 
eliminated, and the students gained the opportunity to 
establish a solid relationship with four or five teachers 
who knew them in the context of the same group all year 
long. To make the relationship even more solid, some 
middle schools kept the team of teachers together with the 
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same students for grades six and seven or even for grades 
six, seven, and eight. 
This structural change that was based on family 
systems theory and designed to reduce the number of sub¬ 
systems to which any one student or teacher would have to 
belong did not necessarily lead to any change on the part 
of the teachers on the team. For example, they still 
tended to see students' behaviors as discrete behaviors 
that were not connected in any way to the context in which 
they occurred. Seeing behavior without looking at its 
context would not be seen as a systemic view. 
Cooperative learning techniques were taught in order 
that teachers might take advantage of the middle-school- 
aged students* tendencies to work better with their peers 
in less competitive settings. What these cooperative 
learning strategies often left out was a review of some of 
the group dynamics research of how people behave and 
perform in groups. 
Since the changes incorporated into the middle school 
restructuring were designed, in part, to reduce problem/ 
disruptive behavior, it could be argued that teachers 
should be trained in various ways to help reduce or 
eliminate such behavior. Yet many teachers were not 
familiar with some of the patterns that may develop based 
on Bateson's theories of the different kinds of relation¬ 
ships that people have with each other, including 
symmetrical relationships. 
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Thus the staff of the restructured school who each 
day must teach and interact with the students who come 
into school with more and more problems seem to be asked 
to do more with less. In 1969, Salvador Minuchin 
suggested that the first line of mental health workers - 
the paraprofessionals who dealt with the patients all day 
long and not just for an hour or two in therapy as did the 
therapist or social worker or psychologist - be trained in 
systems theory and interventions as a way for the mental 
health system to become more systemic in its treatment 
approach. This study, which was done in a public school, 
mirrored that effort in some ways. Teachers, not 
counselors or social workers or school psychologists, are 
the front line staff of the educational system. If middle 
schools are being restructured as a way to respond to 
modern problems, and restructuring is an intervention that 
has its origins, in part, in family systems theory; then 
perhaps teachers who learn more about systems theory may 
find a new way to look at student behaviors that they have 
defined as problems, and those problem behaviors will be 
reduced as a result. 
These problem behaviors are actually a sequence of 
behaviors that start with a relatively minor act on the 
part of one or more students, such as directing a glance 
or gesture or word that is known to be or suspected of 
being an insult to the other student or students. This 
may be followed by an equally insulting glance, gesture or 
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word from the student(s) first receiving the suspected 
insult. The volume of the verbal part of this sequence 
often increases as more insults are exchanged. At some 
point, a threat of some kind of physical contact is 
introduced, often followed by physical contact such as a 
push or a shove. This may lead to more physical contact 
of a more serious nature, such as punching, kicking, 
and/or biting. In some worst-case scenarios, weapons are 
introduced and the fight becomes potentially very harmful 
or large numbers of students participate and the subse¬ 
quent melee becomes potentially very harmful. 
Once the sequence gets to very loud verbal insults 
(especially those of an ethnic, racial, religious, etc. 
nature) or physical contact, the resolution of the dispute 
may no longer remain with the teacher, as certain 
behaviors carry the consequence of external suspension 
(not being allowed to attend school for a specified number 
of days) which may be imposed only by a school administra¬ 
tor. Thus, a set of relatively minor exchanges can lead 
to major disruptions in the classroom and in the academic 
progress of the students involved. In addition, the 
teacher must assist any student in catching up with lost 
material once the suspension is over, as well as prepare 
for the form of revenge called payback that often follows 
sequences such as these. So what started out as something 
of a minor nature can actually dominate the time and 
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energy of many people over the course of many weeks or 
even the entire school year. 
Statement of the Problem 
Significant restructuring has been undertaken to 
change many public junior high schools to middle schools. 
One of the goals of these restructuring efforts was to 
reduce the amount of disruptive student behavior in the 
classroom. In spite of this restructuring, disruptive 
classroom behavior on the part of students has not been 
reduced in some of these middle schools. 
General systems and family systems thinking formed 
part of the underpinnings of these restructuring efforts. 
Yet, little, if any, of the teacher training that preceded 
and followed the restructuring changes included training 
in general systems or family systems thinking. 
From the literature, it seems clear that school coun¬ 
selors, social workers, and psychologists have benefitted 
from applying family systems thinking to problem school 
behavior. Middle school classroom teachers, who make up 
the teams that have been created to solve many problems, 
including disruptive classroom behavior, have not been 
trained in systems and family systems thinking and its 
application to problem classroom behavior. 
Purpose of the Study 
A study of classroom behavior/management and 
disruptive/troublesome behavior in the classroom raises 
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some questions. Can teachers look at behavior in a 
context and not think systemically? Can educators talk 
about classroom dynamics and communications skills and 
still be nonsystems thinkers? Can teachers use coopera¬ 
tive learning techniques and not think systemically? The 
answer to these questions is the same - yes they can. 
Much of what is written about how to manage any behavior 
in a classroom is helpful. Following consistently any 
good theory about humans and applying it fairly in the 
classroom will help most teachers manage classroom 
behavior. Such an approach has been used successfully by 
many classroom teachers, and that approach will continue 
to be taught to and used by many teachers for a long time 
to come. This study was not undertaken to discount all 
the helpful ways teachers have found to manage classroom 
behaviors. Rather, the study was undertaken to see if 
another good theory about humans - family systems theory - 
which has been used successfully in other areas as well as 
with school counselors, social workers, and psychologists, 
can be used successfully in the classroom in a restruc¬ 
tured middle school by a team of teachers. 
The study consisted of ten weekly meetings of 
approximately fifty minutes during which a four-person 
team of classroom teachers in a restructured middle school 
met with a counselor trained in family systems thinking 
and interventions. During the weekly meetings, the 
teachers learned about general systems and family systems 
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theory and interventions. In the time between the weekly 
meetings, the teachers observed the behavior of their 
students in the classroom and recorded their own behavior 
as well. They also practiced the interventions that were 
presented during the meetings and reported the results to 
the team each week. Once the basic curriculum was 
presented (see Appendix A, p. 131), unpredictable problems 
that arose were also part of the agenda of the weekly 
meetings. 
Some of the students of three of the teachers were 
interviewed in a group and asked to talk about their 
classroom behavior and other events in their lives and the 
connection, if any, between the two. Students were also 
asked to describe the characteristics of teachers that 
they both liked personally and learned from. 
Significance of the Study 
Disruptive behavior in the classroom has been looked 
at from many perspectives for a long time. Some recent 
structural changes in schools for students aged eleven to 
fourteen have been based partly on systemic thinking. One 
of the goals of these structural changes has been to 
reduce disruptive behavior in the classroom. Yet, 
applications of systemic thinking in the schools are 
written for counselors, social workers, and psychologists, 
and not for classroom teachers. Also, much of the 
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literature about classroom management techniques in 
general is not written from a systemic perspective. 
This study was designed to teach the classroom 
teachers in a restructured middle school some of the 
systemic thinking upon which the restructuring of their 
school is based. The staff most likely to have an impact 
on students' disruptive behavior in the classroom are the 
classroom teachers themselves. 
This case study with one team of middle school 
teachers hoped to obtain data to see if the application of 
systemic thinking in their classrooms might be helpful in 
reducing disruptive behavior. The process that the team 
experienced and created with the researcher throughout the 
study was expected to result in data that would be of 
equal importance to the data that would result from the 
team*s use of systemic thinking and interventions in the 
classroom. 
10 
CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 
The first part of this chapter will review the 
literature of systemic thinking. This review will begin 
with an overview of general systems theory, followed by a 
look at the works of family therapists who applied this 
theory to families as systems. The application of general 
systems theory to families as systems will be referred to 
as family systems theory in this chapter. The next step 
will be to look at the writings of those who chose to 
apply family systems theory to the school setting. The 
combination of general systems theory and family systems 
theory make up the term systemic thinking as used in this 
research. 
The last section of this chapter will focus on the 
literature of classroom management, classroom management 
of disruptive behavior, and conflict resolution and/or 
mediation programs. This literature will be viewed in 
order to see if systemic thinking underlies any of the 
studies or approaches. 
General Systems Theory 
The first thing to remember about general systems 
thinking is that present behavior does not happen in a 
vacuum, nor is it caused simply by a discrete event that 
occurred earlier in time; rather, every behavior occurs in 
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a context. The concept of singular causality has been 
replaced by the idea of multiple or interactional 
causality. 
Young (1979) has summarized the major points of 
general systems theory; 
1. A system is a whole comprised of interrelated 
parts; 
2. A change in one part will lead to change in all 
parts; 
3. A system, therefore, is the product of the 
dynamic interactions among the parts; 
4. A system will seek and maintain consonance; and 
5. A system will resist change, but an open system 
can adjust to change. 
A system has its own structure, and that structure is 
defined by boundaries and is separated into subsystems. 
Systems are also hierarchical, and the hierarchy deter¬ 
mines the relationship of each of the subsystems to each 
other and the system as a whole. Systems govern them¬ 
selves, are regulated by rules, and must keep a careful 
balance through homeostasis. Homeostasis is defined as a 
tendency toward maintenance of a relatively stable, 
internal environment. It aids to maintain the system's 
equilibrium and stability, it returns the system to a 
steady state when new influences or information enter the 
system from the environment, and it maintains the status 
quo despite a challenge to change. 
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The Goldenbergs (1985) summarize general systems 
theory as follows: 
... a system is an entity with component parts or 
units that covary, with each unit constrained by 
or dependent on the state of other units. There 
are solar systems, ecosystems... in each case, 
there are components that have some common pro¬ 
perties. These components interact so that each 
influences and in turn is influenced by other 
component parts, together producing a whole - a 
system - that is larger than the sum of its 
interdependent parts...The systems perspective 
deliberately rejects such traditional reduction- 
istic concepts as the familiar stimulus/response 
(S/R) model, which it considers a simplistic, 
mechanistic, linear way of explaining behavior 
by means of a step-by-step cause-and-effeet 
equation. To the systems scientist, all forms 
of life need to be understood as existing within 
a certain time and space and as organized into 
interacting components. The system provides the 
context in which relationships between component 
parts may be understood and, if necessary, 
changed. (p. 29) 
Family Systems Theory 
Since a system is a whole comprised of interrelated 
parts, the family as a system can not be understood simply 
by observing one member of the family. All the family 
must be seen as a unit in order to understand how one 
member functions or to see the family's interactional 
patterns. It follows, therefore, that because school-age 
children are members of some family system, their school 
behaviors can not be viewed apart from their family 
dynamics or from the school's dynamics. 
A system's capacity to maintain stability or to 
change is influenced by its rules and hierarchies. To 
apply this to the family as a system, Minuchin (1974) says 
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that ”... changes in a family structure contribute to 
changes in the behavior and inner psychic processes of the 
members of that system.” (p. 9) Haley's (1976) comment 
on hierarchies is also helpful; 
If there is a fundamental rule of social organi¬ 
zation, it is that an organization is in trouble 
when coalitions occur across levels of a hier¬ 
archy, particularly when these coalitions are 
secret. When an employer plays favorites among 
his employees, he is forming coalitions across 
power lines and joining one employee against 
another. Similarly, if an employee goes over 
the head of his immediate superior to a higher 
authority and joins him against the superior, 
there is difficulty...When such a coalition 
happens occasionally, it is a minor matter. But 
when sequences of this kind become organized so 
that they repeat and repeat, the organization is 
in trouble and the participants will experience 
subjective distress. (p. 104) 
Coalition "...means a process of joint action against a 
third person (in contrast to an 'alliance* where two 
people might share a common interest not shared by the 
third person).” (Haley, 1976, p. 109) If the word parent 
is substituted for employer in the quote above and 
children for employees, the application of Haley's 
statement to families is quite clear. Similarly, if the 
word grandparent is substituted for higher authority, the 
idea of family generations as levels of the family 
hierarchy is evident. 
The subject of hierarchy is also important to Madanes 
(1981): 
In any organization, there is hierarchy in the 
sense that one person has more power and 
responsibility to determine what happens than 
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another person. In a family organization, the 
parents are higher in the hierarchy than the 
children. When a child's disturbed behavior is 
protective of the parents, there is an 
incongruous hierarchical organization in the 
family. That is, the parents, by the fact of 
being parents, are in a superior position...But 
the child, with his disturbed behavior, protects 
the parents by helping them avoid their own dif¬ 
ficulties and overcome their own deficiencies. 
In this sense, the child is in a superior 
position to the parents by the fact of helping 
them. To be successful in changing the child's 
behavior, the parents must deal with their own 
difficulties in such a way that the child's 
protectiveness is no longer necessary. The more 
the parents attempt to change the child's 
behavior, the more the function of the child's 
protectiveness may help the parents temporarily 
avoid their problems, but it does not help them 
face and resolve the issues that concern them 
and can even prevent the resolution of these 
issues. (p. 68) 
(If the word student is substituted for child in the 
above quote and teacher replaces parent, the application 
of Madanes' statement to schools may be considered.) 
Minuchin (1974) viewed the family as carrying out its 
functions through subsystems which can be formed by 
function, gender, interest, or generation. The three 
major subsystems are the spouse subsystem (two adults 
joining to form a family); the parental/executive sub¬ 
system (adults joined together to perform the tasks of 
socializing a child); and the sibling subsystem (the 
children of the family). The boundaries of a subsystem 
are the rules defining who participates and how. (p. 53) 
If boundaries are well enough defined to enable the 
members of a subsystem to perform their functions without 
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too much interference (while allowing contact between the 
members of a subsystem and others), they are said to be 
clear. When boundaries are weakened and too much inter¬ 
ference from outside the subsystem occurs, they are said 
to be diffuse and the system becomes enmeshed. When 
boundaries are strengthened so much that little or no 
contact across subsystems occurs, they are said to be 
rigid and the system becomes disengaged. Minuchin 
expressed concern about family functioning when boundaries 
become extremely rigid or diffuse over time. 
Stress on the family from the outside occurs all the 
time and may affect one member more than another, and the 
family as a system will be affected depending on how the 
individual members interact with the stressed member. 
Some external stressors affect the whole family all at 
once. Minuchin and Fishman (1981) identified four main 
stages that families go through over time: 1) couple 
formation, 2) families with young children, 3) families 
with school-age or adolescent children, and 4) families 
with grown children. Transitions between stages can be 
very stressful times, as the tasks become different for 
different members and different subsystems. 
How humans interact with their environment and 
communicate with each other are also important concepts 
that underlie family systems thinking. Minuchin (1974) 
quotes Gregory Bateson's "metaphor of the mind:" 
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Consider a man felling a tree with an axe. Each 
stroke of the axe is modified or corrected, 
according to the shape of the cut face of the 
tree left by the previous stroke. This self¬ 
corrective. . .process is brought about by a total 
system, tree-eyes-brain-muscles-axe-stroke-tree; 
and it is this total system that has the charac¬ 
teristics of...mind. The old idea of the indi¬ 
vidual acting upon his environment has here 
become the concept of the individual interaction 
with the environment. (p. 5) 
Hoffman (1981) explains Magorah Maruyam's belief: 
...that the survival of any living system - that 
is, any self-maintaining entity - depends on two 
important processes. One is *morphostasis* 
which means that the system must maintain con¬ 
stancy in the face of environmental vagaries. 
It does this through the error-activated process 
known as negative feedback. The other process 
is 'morphogenesis' which means that at times a 
system must change its basic structure. This 
process involves positive feedback or sequences 
that work to amplify deviation, as in the case 
of a successful mutation that allows a species 
to adapt to changed environmental conditions. 
(p. 50) 
Dell (1982) has argued that the concepts of homeo¬ 
stasis and a system's having both a tendency toward change 
and a tendency toward constancy are epistemological 
errors. Since the concept of homeostasis can not explain 
systemic change unless the definition of homeostasis is 
broadened, he argues for a definition of coherence. 
"Coherence simply implies a congruent interdependence in 
functioning whereby all the aspects of the system fit 
together." (p. 31) He goes on to say that multi¬ 
individual interactional systems (families, groups. 
17 
friends, neighborhoods, etc.) are described by Humerto 
Maturana (1979): 
...in terms of a reciprocal structural coupling 
in which the history of behaviors of the members 
of the system-to-be culminates in a stable, 
organizationally closed system. Organizational 
closure is attained when circularity is 
achieved: the behaviors of some members (A) 
become the triggers for behaviors of others (B), 
which become the trigger for...which eventually 
recursively loop back to trigger the behaviors 
of A. In other words, the individuals have 
formed an organized system. (pp. 34-35) 
Dell explains further what Maturana calls structure- 
determined. "That means that individuals always behave 
out of their coherences; they can behave in no other way. 
Control is impossible. Their coherence determines how 
they will behave, and no amount of determined attempts to 
control them can ever change that fact." (p. 37) He 
concludes by stating that "the two fundamental epistemo¬ 
logical truths...are inherent in the structure-determined 
system. The two truths are: (a) What is is; and (b) the 
structure of the system fully specifies how the system can 
and will behave in every possible situation." (p. 39) 
Hoffman (1981) concludes that she likes both homeo¬ 
stasis and coherence and explains her liking for coherence 
with this, "The family has to fit with its environment, 
just as the individual has to fit within the family, or 
the separate organs have to fit together in a system that 
is the biological self. And all have to fit together in 
the ecology of the whole." (p. 348) 
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Peggy Papp (1983) summarized some key figures in 
systemic family therapy as follows: 
When working clinically, most therapists* 
definitions of a system are based on what they 
believe is causing the problem and how they 
intend to intervene. For example: Salvador 
Minuchin defines a system according to boun¬ 
daries and hierarchical organization, as that is 
what he attempts to change; Murray Bowen*s 
definition is based on a concept of triangles 
and degrees of differentiation, as that is his 
field of intervention; Jay Haley and Chloe 
Madanes view a system in terms of power struc¬ 
ture and focus on altering this; Norman Paul 
looks for areas of unresolved mourning, 
Boszormenyi-Nagy for three generational 
loyalties, and Selvini Palazzoli for systemic 
paradoxes, these being the focal points of their 
interventions. As Lynn Hoffman so aptly states, 
'Family therapy was, and still is, a wondrous 
Tower of Babel: people in it speak many differ¬ 
ent tongues' (1981, p. 9). (pp. 6-7) 
She lists the key concepts of systems thinking as whole¬ 
ness, organization, and patterning. Behaviors and events 
are looked at within their context, and connections and 
relationships are emphasized, rather than individual 
characteristics. 
The central ideas of this theory are that the 
whole is considered to be greater than the sum 
of its parts; each part can only be understood 
in the context of the whole; a change in any one 
part will affect every other part; and the whole 
regulates itself through a series of feedback 
loops that are referred to as cybernetic 
circuits...This concept of patterning and 
circular organization, as opposed to individual 
description and linear explanation, has become 
the foundation upon which family therapy rests. 
(p. 7) 
Thus the therapist's major concern is with the 
function of this behavior in this system and how the 
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function of one set of behaviors is connected to another 
set in order to keep the family in equilibrium. "Family 
members are not seen as possessing certain innate 
characteristics but manifesting behavior in relation to 
the behaviors of others...No one person is considered to 
have unilateral control over any other person. The 
control is in the way the circuit is organized and 
continues to operate.” (p. 8) 
Satir (1983) lists some of her basic principles of 
family therapy that match much of what has been written by 
others: 1) all family members feel the pain in some way 
when one person in a family has pain; 2) a family behaves 
as a unit and acts in a way to achieve a balance in 
relationships (homeostasis); 3) the marital relationship 
(parental subsystem) has a strong influence on how the 
family achieves its balance; and 4) the family member who 
carries the symptom is most obviously affected by a pained 
marital relationship. She focuses also on the communica¬ 
tion patterns between and among family members and makes 
connections between those patterns and symptomatic 
behavior. 
The real differences in what some of the key figures 
have emphasized in their work may result in confusion for 
some. However, Mary Sykes Wylie, in the January/February 
1992 Family Therapy Networker summarizes the field of 
family systems theory in this helpful way: 
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...the field seems to be sticking to the great 
truth (which even a constructivist must recog¬ 
nize as fundamental) that human beings are 
deeply social animals. They need one another, 
they are almost constantly forming or dissolving 
connections with one another, they define them¬ 
selves in terms of their relationships to one 
another. This realization is the profound 
source of this field's strength. (p. 99) 
Applications of Family Systems Theory to Schools 
General systems theory can be applied to a family 
from any number of perspectives in a way that can teach 
people to understand the complex interactional patterns of 
the humans who are members of that family system. This 
family systems theory can then be applied to all the other 
systems to which we as humans belong. Outside the family, 
one of the most powerful and influential systems for 
children age six to eighteen is the public school. In 
Massachusetts, as in most other states, part of the public 
school's power comes from the fact that attendance at 
school is compulsory from age six through the sixteenth 
birthday. Additionally, school-aged children spend many 
hours in school, and their success or failure at school 
has a profound effect on their present situation, 
including their membership in a family system, and will 
have a longlasting future effect as well. 
Having looked at the underpinnings of family systems 
theory, it is fair to ask how this thinking has been 
applied to the schools. From the beginning of the 
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multicausality (systemic) movement as applied to families, 
efforts were made to apply to the school setting interven¬ 
tions that were successful with families. Quesada (1981) 
reported on much of that activity from the early 1970*s to 
1980. A closer look at those efforts reveals that the 
major emphasis was towards the training of school 
psychologists, counselors, and other staff who were 
assigned the responsibilities of solving the problems that 
acting out or unsuccessful students presented in school. 
Work with families in a systemic way was discussed in the 
literature of the 70's, but rarely, if ever, was there 
mention of the training of teachers or working with 
individual teachers. There was also no mention of working 
with school teams as there were not many schools using a 
team approach at that time. 
The literature of the past decade has not identified 
teachers as the primary recipients of the systemic 
training or the practitioners of systemic interventions in 
the school setting. There seems to be a slight shift 
towards the use of systemic thinking as an aid to the 
classroom teachers who are concerned about the environment 
in their classrooms. There is little mention of the use 
of systemic thinking/interventions as an approach for the 
whole school or school system or for teams of teachers in 
what would be referred to as a restructured school. 
Nevertheless, a review of the most recent literature that 
connects systemic thinking to schools/school systems will 
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be helpful in establishing the frame for the next step in 
the applications of systems thinking. 
Okun (1984) focuses on the role of the therapist 
working with the family whose presenting problem is a 
child with school-related problems. Although she suggests 
that involving parents and teachers in the intervention 
strategies should be the general rule, she does not 
suggest that teachers be familiarized with the systems 
approach beyond that. She does, however, recognize that 
interventions may be designed to include teachers, 
parents, principals or outside resource persons. 
Although L*Abate et al. in Okun (1984) identify a 
range of problem behaviors associated with the school 
setting, their emphasis and interventions are focused on 
the family. Likewise, Guerin and Katz in Okun (1984) 
identify triangles that include children, including a 
parent-child-teacher triangle; yet they offer no inter¬ 
ventions that might help a teacher with future triangles 
beyond inviting the teacher into a family session. 
Spacone and Hansen; Kantor et al.; Vazquez-Nuttall et 
al.; and Horne and Walker in Okun (1984) offer thoughtful 
and helpful suggestions to the therapist, but suggest 
little or nothing for the school staff. Bernard in Okun 
(1984) states that for a broader change the family 
therapist must work more inclusively with school personnel 
or with the organizational structure. Dinkmeyer and 
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Dinkitieyer in Okun (1984) conclude with the following 
paragraph: 
Family therapy can be related to school 
problems. It requires the opportunity to speak 
to the teacher regularly (1) to determine 
movement and (2) to help the teacher become a 
therapeutic force. When parents and teachers 
agree that school is the child’s responsi¬ 
bility, conditions for growth are present. (p. 
112) 
Thus Bernard and the Dinkmeyers hint at a possibly 
different approach, but they offer no more than a single 
paragraph of their thoughts - not much help for the 
classroom teacher who may be faced with children from a 
wide range of problems who have no family therapist with 
whom to consult on a regular basis. 
Berger (1984) suggests that the ideas presented will 
be helpful to parents, teachers, school administrators and 
counselors, judges, etc. However, the emphasis of the 
chapter that deals with schools ("Schools,” M.A. Foster) 
is on the role of the therapist working with the family 
and the school, not on the teachers. Again the hints are 
there for the teachers to be exposed to subject matter 
originally designed primarily for therapists, but no more 
than a few sentences are devoted to the idea. 
Campion (1985) emphasizes the role of the educational 
psychologist in using family systems theory for 
children’s/family's problems that are school-related. 
Very little mention is made of the role of the teaching 
staff, other than the dangers of a possible home-child- 
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school triangle. The reader is left with a sense that the 
context of the school will change little, while the family 
and the child are expected to change a lot. Plas (1986), 
after providing an in-depth overview of systems philosophy 
and theory in the first half of her book, spends the rest 
of the book developing a systemic intervention model 
designed for a team comprised mostly of psychologists 
and/or social workers or support staff who are 
schoolemployees. Because the focus of the team for 
strategies/interventions is the whole school, she comes 
close to involving the staff as a whole. The case example 
cited, however, involves the acting out behavior of one 
fifth-grade student. Although the strategies are 
systemic, the rest of the school staff do not benefit from 
the interventions suggested by the team because the focus 
was on one fifth-grade class. Imber-Black (1988) writes 
at length to guide the family therapist through the mazes 
of working with families and larger systems, and schools 
are considered to be one of those larger systems. Since 
all the systems are treated as one, the author offers no 
specifics to working with the schools. 
Other examples from the literature focus on the use 
of systems thinking by individual counselors. Goldhaber 
(1986) reports feelings of isolation and complains that 
teachers just want her to take the offending child(ren) 
out for awhile, fix them, and return them to the class or 
reassign them to a special class. Again, the role of the 
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teacher is not discussed as it pertains to systems 
thinking. 
Classroom Management Approaches 
A look at the current literature of classroom manage¬ 
ment in general and classroom management of disruptive 
behavior in particular will shed some light on how much 
systemic thinking has crept into the mainstream thinking 
in these areas. Although some of the elements of systemic 
thinking are present in a number of the writings, much of 
the emphasis remains focused on the therapist*s or school 
psychologist's use of a systemic approach. The litera¬ 
ture, therefore, does not indicate a widespread effort to 
involve classroom teachers in the ideas/interventions of 
systemic thinking in this country. 
Swick (1985) discusses looking at disruptive behavior 
in a context, but does not view that context in the same 
way as systemic thinkers do. The need for group 
counseling skills gets only a brief mention. Ryan (1985) 
suggests that many school problems are family-related and 
that training for all school personnel, including 
teachers, include information about family dynamics and 
processes. There is no plan for training of that kind, 
however. Turgay (1986) agrees that teachers would benefit 
from training in family dynamics but offers no specific 
program. He gives classroom teachers praise for their 
expertise in group dynamics, but goes no further. In a 
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reply to Turgay, Ryan (1986) argues that classroom groups 
are not as complicated as family dynamics, but he agrees 
that teachers, counselors, and school psychologists should 
be trained in family systems processes. He offers no 
specific program either. 
O'Connor and LaSala (1988) adopt Palozzoli's 
invariant prescription in their work as therapists seeing 
families who present with adolescents with school-related 
problems. No suggestion is made for including teachers in 
this approach. Creton (1989) discusses how a new teacher 
with very serious classroom management problems benefitted 
greatly by applying communications skills from Watzlawick 
et al. (1967) in the classroom. No other systemic 
concepts are presented for the reader or taught to the 
teacher. 
In the rural areas in the west of England, Nichols et 
al. (1989) report on a team of four psychologists offering 
a ten-week, two-hour/week lecture course to 10-15 teachers 
in a high school - the goal of which was to create a new 
discipline code. McGuire (1990) identifies the family, 
school, and child as one larger system with interdependent 
components, but writes for the therapist, not the teacher. 
Although Cangelosi (1990) uses cooperation in his title, 
no systemic perspective is offered in the approach that is 
recommended for teachers. 
McManus (1989) reviews the behavioral approaches in 
his look at troublesome behavior and introduces a 
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cognitive behavior therapy approach as well. The 
importance of communications is discussed, but no mention 
of systemic thinking is included. Perhaps the closest 
approach to applying systemic thinking to the management 
of classroom behavior can be found in Macht (1990). He 
sees behavior in a context, understands feedback, and 
looks at behavioral sequences. Much of his emphasis is on 
a more human and contextual behavioral approach, but the 
stimulus/response view of behavior is not completely over¬ 
thrown. He fails to define a system or acknowledge that 
the behavioral sequences occur in a system. These are 
serious omissions from a systemic perspective. 
Perhaps the most interesting work is Macaulay's 
(1990) review of the literature about classroom environ¬ 
ment in which she reports no mention of systemic thinking, 
but does acknowledge the interactional dynamics of the 
classroom. 
Conflict Resolution/Mediation Programs 
A separate area of literature regarding disruptive or 
troublesome behavior focuses on mediation and/or conflict 
resolution. Mediation programs are specific ways for 
schools to help individual students resolve their 
conflicts without fighting or being sent to the 
disciplinarian. The details of mediation programs are not 
pertinent to this discussion, except to review them for 
their connection to or reliance on systemic thinking. 
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Moore (1986) makes no mention at all of systemic thinking 
or a systemic approach. Kestner (1988) also avoids any 
mention of systemic thinking, and his section on communi¬ 
cation does not present a systemic view. In a compre¬ 
hensive literature review about conflict resolution and 
mediation, Carlsson-Paige (1992) assumes a singular cause/ 
effect understanding of human interactions, 
includingconflict. No mention of multicausality or 
systemic interaction can be found in her detailed 
discussion of the topic. 
Conclusion 
The questions that remain concern the next steps in 
applying systemic thinking to the schools. Will teachers 
volunteer to be trained in systemic thinking? Can 
systemic thinking be introduced in an effective way to a 
team of middle-school teachers that meet together 
regularly? Will classroom application of systemic 
thinking have any impact bn students' disruptive classroom 
behaviors? Will students be willing to talk about their 
classroom behaviors and other events in their lives which 
may or may not influence those behaviors? These questions 
were addressed in the research for this dissertation by 
the researcher's meeting with a team of teachers for ten 
consecutive weeks during a school year. A description of 
the methods that were used and the teachers and students 
that were involved is provided in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
Introduction and Rationale 
The purpose of this dissertation is to report if 
disruptive student behavior in the classrooms of a 
restructured, urban middle school was reduced after a team 
of classroom teachers were introduced to systemic thinking 
and used systemic interventions in their classrooms. The 
researcher met with the four-teacher team for ten consecu¬ 
tive weeks during a regular team meeting that lasted 
approximately fifty minutes. The researcher also met with 
three groups of students who were assigned to this team of 
teachers. 
Behavior change is the goal of this research. It was 
expected that fewer of the targeted behaviors - actually 
the sequence of events described in Chapter 1 that starts 
with a minor interaction and may lead to a major disrup¬ 
tion - will occur as a result of this study. The long¬ 
term goal that might result from a reduction of these 
sequences would be that more students would be successful 
in the classroom and, therefore, fewer students would 
leave school before completion because of lack of academic 
success. As a result of working with the researcher, the 
four teachers (the Participating Team) would begin to 
participate in this behavior-change effort by beginning to 
understand their role in the interactional environment of 
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behaviors get us what we want or save us from things we do 
not want or get us closer to or farther away from someone 
-a part of the context - a more complex question about 
behavior might be, "What is the meaning of that behavior 
here and now knowing what I know about this person and 
myself and the immediate system and the larger system as 
well?" 
By beginning to think about these questions when 
potentially dangerous and/or disruptive behavior was 
observed, teachers had the opportunity to move away from 
the immediate, negative, and blaming reaction that often 
was their first response. They were able to develop a new 
pattern that helped them and the student(s) see the 
meaning of the behavior or cocreate a meaning of the 
behavior. Once this new pattern was developed, teachers 
and students could learn many different ways to get what 
was wanted or to avoid what was unwanted. 
Basically, one interactional pattern or sequence - 
student presents "bad" behavior, teacher blames, student 
increases "bad" behavior, teacher blames more, etc. - was 
replaced with another pattern: student presents "bad" 
behavior, teacher asks questions about behavior or does 
something other than blame, student shows different 
behavior, teacher asks more questions or does other non¬ 
blaming behavior, student may respond or show different 
behavior. As the old sequence/pattern is replaced more 
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often by a new pattern, "bad” behaviors should decrease as 
students and teachers learn that they can define them¬ 
selves in terms of their relationships to one another with 
a variety of "neutral” and/or "better/more helpful” 
behaviors. Thus a new meaning of behavior is developed by 
both student and teacher, and the number of "bad” 
behaviors is reduced and replaced with other behaviors 
that serve the same function. This new meaning of 
behavior and the subsequent change in patterns was the 
behavioral goal of this case study. 
Research Design and Selection of Participants 
The target group was a four-teacher team of academic 
subject classroom teachers in an urban middle school with 
a racially and socioeconomically diverse student popula¬ 
tion. The school structure was such that the team of 
teachers had the responsibility of teaching the same large 
groups of students; for example, the four teachers were 
assigned sixty students, and the teachers shared the same 
sixty students each day. Except in the case of transfers 
in or out, the students and teachers remain with each 
other for the whole school year. In other school struc¬ 
tures, a classroom teacher may see one hundred students of 
a certain grade or different grades during the day, and a 
colleague may see a substantially different one hundred 
students of the same or different grade each day, thus 
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making it difficult to share information with each other 
about similar students. 
The setting was an urban middle school with a diverse 
student population. An urban school was chosen because 
data about suspensions, retentions, absences, failures, 
physical fights, argximents in class, and coming to class 
late or without necessary materials indicate higher 
percentages of these behaviors in urban schools than in 
rural and/or suburban schools. In addition, there are 
more conflicts between students and staff about issues of 
race, ethnicity, gender, and socioeconomic class when the 
student population has significant percentages of students 
of color and high numbers of students from lower-income 
families. 
The team of teachers had five classroom periods a 
week during which they were assigned to meet together to 
discuss their common students, to be able to meet with 
parents, and to plan common activities, including inter¬ 
disciplinary curriculum units requiring coteaching or 
team-teaching efforts. This was essential to the study, 
as fewer common planning periods per week would not allow 
for adequate time to meet with the researcher and 
accomplish their stated goals as a team. 
The researcher met with the school principal who had 
been appointed to the position specifically for her 
expertise in the transition from junior high school to 
middle school. As a result of an earlier discussion, she 
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Weeks 4, 5, & 6 Specific interventions to be prac¬ 
ticed in class during the week and 
consultant's meetings with stu¬ 
dents . 
Weeks 7 and 8 Problem solving new issues that 
arise during the week, and follow 
up to classroom interventions 
started in weeks 4, 5, and 6. 
Weeks 9 and 10 Wrap up of unfinished issues and 
final data collecting regarding 
targeted behaviors. 
Weeks four through eight could not be so accurately 
planned, as the introduction of new interventions into a 
system brought more unpredicted results than were 
expected. Also, no two teachers used the new interven- 
tions the same way, and the unbalancing that resulted took 
longer for the team to discuss and evaluate. 
Data Collection 
Teachers were asked to keep a log of the changes in 
the targeted behaviors as well as their behaviors. As the 
team and the consultant got to know each other better, 
other questions about interventions for specific students 
surfaced, and the teachers had the opportunity to test out 
the suggested approaches. The team members were also 
asked to fill out a weekly evaluation sheet in order to 
see how the process was going. 
The researcher kept detailed notes of each weekly 
meeting, not only to keep track of what was presented to 
the team and what they reported to each other, but also to 
record the interactions between and among the members as 
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they developed as a team throughout the ten-week period. 
The researcher also periodically checked in with the 
Nonparticipating Team to see how their reporting compared 
with the Participating Team. 
The final meeting was an opportunity for the 
researcher and the team not only to agree upon the final 
results, but also to comment on the process that took 
place. Goals for the future were also identified, as the 
team had additional weeks of school after the researcher 
left. 
During weeks four, five, and six, all of the students 
were given the opportunity to meet with the researcher in 
a group setting in order to talk about the process that 
was being undertaken. Meeting with the researcher was 
voluntary, and students knew that they could refuse to 
meet with the researcher without any consequences 
whatsoever. 
Students were encouraged to talk about their school 
behaviors and what it was like to be in school, with these 
specific classmates and teachers, and how events at home, 
out in the neighborhood, in the corridors, and in class 
influence the way they behave in school and in class. 
They were also encouraged to talk about the advantages 
and/or disadvantages of getting to know the teachers 
better as a result of the team-teaching design, as well as 
the advantages and/or disadvantages of the teachers* 
getting to know the students better. They were encouraged 
37 
to share their feelings abut themselves and to tell what 
teacher behaviors influence how they feel about themselves 
and in what ways. 
By the end of week ten, the goal was for the targeted 
behaviors to have been reduced and for teachers and 
students in the Participating Team to be more aware of 
their own participation in the interactional dynamics of 
these targeted behaviors and other behaviors as well. 
Limitations and Delimitations 
This study is limited to one team of four teachers in 
one restructured middle school in Western Massachusetts. 
They taught a group of approximately sixty students in the 
same grade in that school. Because of the limited number 
of participants in this one school, the results are not 
able to be generalized. The scope of the study was small, 
but it was a detailed study during the ten weeks that the 
researcher met with the Participating Team. The study was 
designed as a first step in the question of whether a team 
of teachers can learn and apply systemic thinking and 
interventions - subject matter that usually is taught to 
therapists, counselors, social workers, and psychologists. 
The research is also limited by the fact that it 
represents only one team of teachers who volunteered to 
participate. The other team of teachers that was inter¬ 
viewed but did not volunteer was not included in any in- 
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depth way, nor were the several other teams of teachers 
that were working in the building involved at all. Yet, 
classroom teachers do share successful practices with 
their colleagues, whether they are on the same team or 
not. Thus, there was no guarantee that the Participating 
Team did not talk to their nonparticipating colleagues if 
they learned successful interventions as a result of 
working with the researcher. 
The data was based on the self-reporting of indivi¬ 
dual teachers who, for the most part, were the only 
teacher in a room full of students at the time the data 
was collected. However, the team members who taught next 
door to each other could verify much of the data, and they 
could verify all the data reported when they were in the 
classroom together during team teaching activities. 
Investigator bias and subjectivity are also serious 
limitations, as the researcher was simultaneously a 
recorder of team behaviors and interactions and a partici¬ 
pant in those team behaviors and interactions. In spite 
of every effort by the researcher to be as open and bias- 
free as possible, there is no question that those efforts 
can not be entirely successful. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 
Introduction 
This research project is a case study involving a 
researcher and a team of four public middle school 
teachers. Time was spent with one other team prior to 
making the final decision as to which team would 
participate in the study. The researcher met with, and in 
a sense, joined the Participating Team for ten consecutive 
weekly meetings. The results of that effort are important 
to this study. What is equally important, however, is the 
process that took place throughout the researcher's time 
with the Nonparticipating Team and the Participating Team 
and their students. The process is of equal importance 
because the study looks at the use of systemic thinking in 
a school setting, and systemic thinking views behavior as 
occurring in a context. The context is not limited to the 
place and the people involved — it also includes the 
time. Thus, how things happen becomes as important as 
what things are happening. As a result, the findings will 
begin with a more detailed look at the selection of 
participants, a subject that was briefly reported on in 
Chapter 3. 
The Nonoarticipatina Team 
The principal had presented the idea of the study to 
the teachers at a faculty meeting. Two teams expressed 
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interest and agreed to meet with the researcher. The 
first team was an eighth-grade team consisting of five 
teachers who were full-time with the team — social 
studies, English, reading, math and science — and two 
teachers who were on two teams, one half- time on each 
team — art and home economics. The teachers seemed 
friendly and accepting of the researcher during the first 
part of the meeting - their daily business. When the 
agenda shifted to the subject of this study, two teachers 
moved as far away from the researcher as possible and 
seemed quite upset. At the end of a short presentation 
which outlined the purpose and design of the study, the 
two teachers who had moved the farthest away began to ask 
questions like: How much counseling will we be asked to 
do?. Will we have to go to visit the families at their 
homes if there are problems with the students?, and If I 
spend all my time counseling, how will I get my teaching 
done? As the question and answer session continued, it 
became clear that these two teachers did not want to 
become involved in the study. One ended his remarks by 
saying, "Social workers — you want us to be social 
workers. I won't go to their families or homes." The 
other concluded with, "These kids have no families — it's 
not possible for any of their behavior to be connected... 
You must be talking about someone else's kids, not ours." 
After a closed session to discuss the proposed study, 
the team decided against participating in the study. 
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Three of the full-time members who had expressed earlier 
interest in the study agreed to be the Nonparticipating 
Team, but they did not agree to participate in a pre¬ 
treatment questionnaire. There was no further contact 
with the other members of this team. 
The Participating Team 
The second team consisted of four teachers — Nancy, 
Ann, George, and Bill. It was the first year for all four 
of them to be on the same team. This team was a little 
different from other teams — all four teachers were 
initially assigned to teach four separate, self-contained 
classes of seventh grade students. The students were 
selected for their potential difficulty in being 
successful in a larger team. At the beginning of the 
year, the teachers were given a choice of staying in their 
separate classrooms or of operating like a team — sharing 
the students and teaching different subjects. By the time 
of the meeting with this researcher, the teachers had 
become a modified team. Part of the reason for the 
interest in this study was connected to the plan to move 
forward and become a more regular team. 
The meeting with these four teachers was very 
friendly, yet professional, and they had many questions. 
The most serious questions had to do with confidentiality 
and how much sharing of the information with outside 
people would go on during and after the study. The idea 
of audio tape-recorded sessions was immediately vetoed by 
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the group. Note taking would be allowed, but no real 
names could be used in the written dissertation. One 
teacher especially was very suspicious, and until he was 
assured that no classroom observations would be done while 
he was in the room, he would not agree to participate in 
the study. The other teachers had no problem with class¬ 
room observations, and it was agreed that he did not have 
to participate in that part of the study. Also, he did 
not want the students assigned to his homeroom questioned 
in any way. Again, the other teachers had no problem with 
students being asked to participate, and it was agreed 
that his students would not be given an opportunity to 
participate in the study. It appeared that a decision to 
participate had already been made during the meeting, but 
the team chose to meet alone and report their decision at 
a later time. 
A few days later, the team leader reported that they 
would like to participate in the study, with the agreed- 
upon exceptions still in force. The date was set for the 
first session, during which the rest of the schedule would 
be finalized. The principal was informed of the team’s 
decision and the exceptions. She said she understood the 
teacher's concerns as this was his first year on a team, 
and he had many years of experience as a classroom teacher 
under a different model. There were two important 
unwritten rules of that model: 1) no one but the principal 
enters the classroom during the year; and 2) the door is 
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Parents and Community; School Building; Supplies and 
Maintenance; and Communication. 
Nancy and Ann put their names on the surveys; George 
and Bill filled them out without putting their names on 
and asked not to be identified specifically with any one 
response. Each teacher answered every item on the 
questionnaire. In general, they were more dissatisfied 
than satisfied in that, as a group, fifty percent of their 
answers were either a very dissatisfied (Choice 1) or 
dissatisfied (Choice 2) response. In contrast, thirty- 
seven percent of their answers were either a satisfied 
(Choice 4) or very satisfied (Choice 5) response. 
As a group, they were not satisfied with any of the 
nine sections of the questionnaire. They were most dis¬ 
satisfied with the following: 
Parents and Community; 
School Buildings, Supplies, and Maintenance; and 
Student Responsibility and Discipline. 
The descending order of dissatisfaction with the rest 
of the sections is as follows: 
Compensation; 
Communication; 
Administration; 
Opportunities for Advancement; 
Coworkers; and 
Curriculum and Job Tasks 
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Of the four teachers, Nancy was least dissatisfied, 
followed by one of the men. Ann was next, and one of the 
men was most dissatisfied. 
With respect to Student Responsibility and 
Discipline, an important area of the questionnaire for 
this study, a summary of some of their initial thinking 
about students follows; 
1. Two of the four teachers were very 
dissatisfied with the behavior of students 
in the school; two were dissatisfied; 
2. One of the four teachers was very 
dissatisfied with the extent to which 
students were motivated to learn, two were 
satisfied, and one was neutral; 
3. Two of the four teachers were very 
dissatisfied with the degree of responsi¬ 
bility students showed toward their school 
assignments, and two were dissatisfied; 
4. Two of the four teachers were very 
dissatisfied with the extent to which 
students acted in a self-disciplined 
manner, and two were dissatisfied; and 
5. Three of the four teachers rated their 
overall level of satisfaction with student 
responsibility and discipline as very 
dissatisfied, and one was dissatisfied. 
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The Teachers 
Nancy 
Nancy, the team leader, had been teaching in the 
school system at three different schools for nineteen 
years. She holds a B.A. and an M.Ed. from the same 
university. She believed her job is easier with the team 
than it had been in previous years without the team. 
Ann 
Ann has a B.A. from a local private college and took 
graduate courses at a local state college. She had 
previous teaching experience in parochial schools in the 
city and had only recently begun to teach at the middle 
school. She believed that the team is working to a degree 
but cited another team as a model for team cohesion. 
Bill 
Bill holds a B.A. from a local state university and 
is in his second year of teaching. This is his first full 
year of teaching, however, as his previous position was as 
a permanent substitute. He was noncommittal about the 
benefits of the team, as his experience was very limited. 
George 
George holds a B.A. from a local college and has 
taught over seventeen years in the public schools. He did 
not volunteer any more information about his background or 
experience. This is his first year on a team, and he did 
not respond when asked how the team was working. 
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-9 
The School 
The setting for the study is a public middle school 
located in a large city in Western Massachusetts. The 
school has gone through a number of changes in its ninety 
year history, the most recent of which was restructuring 
itself from a traditional junior high school - grades 
seven, eight, and nine - to a middle school - grades six, 
seven, and eight. It adopted interdisciplinary team 
teaching, clustering of students, and flexible scheduling 
as beginning steps towards becoming a true middle school, 
and it was one of the first middle schools in the city as 
the movement towards middle schools grew in Massachusetts 
in the latter part of the 1980's. 
The student population was 980 during the study: 41% 
were Latino, 31% were African American, and 28% were 
white. There were 100 total staff, 85 of whom were 
considered to be filling professional positions, and there 
was a total of 12 interdisciplinary staff teams. 
The latest statistics for the school that were 
available indicated the following: 
1) A 20% out-of-school suspension rate compared 
to a 12.7% state-wide average in Massachusetts; 
2) A 43.4% in-school suspension rate compared to a 
9.0% state-wide average in Massachusetts; and 
3) A 9.8% retention rate (% of students not 
promoted to next higher grade) compared to a 5.6% state¬ 
wide average in Massachusetts. 
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students were headed in the right direction for the 
specific activity to which they were assigned while the 
teachers were in their meeting. The number of problems 
that could arise during the performance of that task would 
be roughly equal to the sum of the number of students 
assigned to the teacher added to the number of students 
out in the corridor assigned to some other teacher. Chaos 
was a word often used to describe what went on during the 
students* passing from their assigned cluster to 
activities outside of their cluster. 
To appreciate the amount and level of physical 
activity that occurs in the corridors of a large middle 
school, a person must experience it firsthand and on a 
regular basis. Thus, the team members arrived at their 
meeting tired from teaching more than half a day already 
and stressed from the immediately preceding activity of 
making sure all the students were headed in the right 
direction. 
Once they settled down, however, the earlier agree¬ 
ments were reviewed and a tentative plan for the next nine 
weeks was discussed. The original schedule was 
immediately questioned with respect to meeting with the 
students. The meetings, originally scheduled for Weeks 
Four, Five, and Six, were perhaps scheduled too early 
because of the difficulty in getting permission slips back 
from parents. It was agreed to revisit the schedule of 
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the sessions with the students depending on how the 
permission slips were coming. 
With respect to a method of measuring the current 
number of targeted behaviors that occur, the team 
preferred to keep their own daily log, and each teacher 
would decide what specific occurrence counted as a 
targeted behavior. If two or more teachers were in the 
classroom together, they would decide before the class who 
would be responsible for keeping the log. If the teachers 
could not agree whether a specific occurrence should be 
counted as a targeted behavior or not, each teacher would 
log the experience and a decision would be reached by the 
group at the next regularly scheduled meeting with the 
researcher. 
The idea of a dispute about what was a targeted 
behavior raised the question of teachers* perceptions of 
the targeted behavior. All four teachers agreed that, 
with the exception of an assault directed towards them, 
the targeted behavior of this study was probably the most 
difficult student behavior they had to handle. Since the 
four teachers are individuals and come from different 
experiences, all four did not agree upon a number of 
issues with respect to the targeted behaviors. Ann and 
Nancy reported that they had very few of the targeted 
behaviors on a daily basis in their classrooms and seemed 
to suggest it was a result of their firm presence in the 
classroom. Bill, with the least experience on the team. 
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reported that the targeted behaviors in his classroom 
occurred many times a day. George, who was the most 
reluctant member of the team to share information, was 
somewhat vague about the subject. Once he heard Bill 
share his experiences, however, he seemed to agree that 
the behaviors occurred very often in his classroom as 
well. 
The thought of the team's developing a scale to 
measure how teachers' and students' own perceptions of the 
targeted behaviors would have changed over the time of the 
study seemed a bit overwhelming to them. They were quite 
willing to participate actively as individuals and as a 
team and to keep logs and practice new interventions, but 
they all said they did not anticipate having the energy 
and/or expertise to develop a scale of any kind. It was 
decided to table the idea for a later session. 
Since the individual members of the team had not 
really spent much time sharing strategies or success 
stories in their previous meetings, they did agree that 
that practice sounded helpful, and they knew each other 
well enough to be comfortable with that activity. To 
begin that sharing process, they decided to talk about 
their responses to the section of the questionnaire 
entitled Student Responsibility and Discipline. 
From these responses came a sense of frustration and 
almost hopelessness about student behavior in general in 
the school. Although Ann and Nancy felt quite confident 
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B. Hierarchy 
C. Rules (written and unwritten) 
D. Homeostasis 
III. What is Different about Systemic Thinking 
The second meeting began in a way very much like the 
first meeting. It takes time to get everyone together 
after a hectic morning, followed by the task of seeing 
that all the students were going in the right direction to 
their assigned activities. 
After a few minutes to check in with everyone to see 
how they were doing and a little time to reacquaint every¬ 
one, the introduction to general systems theory was 
presented. The team seemed quite interested in looking at 
their classroom from a different perspective, especially 
when their efforts to be effective teachers seemed frus¬ 
trated by the problems of a school system without adequate 
funds, or an administrator who is overworked, or students 
who have not much support at home or anywhere else in 
their lives. 
Understanding that all the parts of this system are 
interconnected and that a change in one part will lead to 
a change in all parts was an idea that was easy to grasp 
as the team talked about their classes and the faculty 
meetings and the various struggles within the school. The 
idea of resistance to change was clearer to them as they 
talked about what had happened when the junior high 
changed to a middle school. They could name the faculty 
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members who still were the most resistant to change, and 
they were able to rate the different sixth, seventh and 
eighth grade teams according to how far they had gone with 
respect to adopting many of the middle school practices 
and philosophies. There was one team that was changing 
faster than all the rest, and there was one team that was 
the slowest to change, and they believed that all the rest 
were fairly close to each other. They rated themselves as 
being in the middle as well; not too fast to change, but 
willing to change slowly. 
Actually, the team leader, Nancy, was as much in the 
forefront of change as anyone else in the school, with the 
possible exception of the principal and two or three other 
teachers. Ann, as well, saw herself as one of the change 
agents. Bill was neutral. He said he needed to see more 
before he would embrace the changes. George was silent on 
the issue. 
When the subject shifted to applying the concepts of 
boundaries, subsystems, hierarchy, rules, and change to 
families, the team became more alive and began to share 
information from their own families. A few times, one of 
the team would make the connection between his/her family 
dynamics and the dynamics within the faculty. The shift 
from family to the faculty seemed to be a fairly obvious 
one — the shift from family to classroom would take some 
time. 
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reported that they had done their observations during the 
week, and it was agreed to share them with the group 
before going on to new material. Classroom hierarchy was 
reported to be the easiest observation because teachers 
have always noticed who the leaders and followers were for 
the class as a whole, as well as for specific activities. 
Who led and who followed often depended upon the activity, 
though sometimes, one or two students would retain 
leadership positions no matter what the activity. Since 
this study was being conducted fairly late in the school 
year, hierarchical roles had been established for some 
time. Most of the team were not able to recall the 
specifics, if any, of the earlier struggle among students 
for leadership positions because they were not looking for 
that pattern at that time. 
As a group, they found it somewhat amusing to watch 
the students show similar resistance-to-change behaviors 
as they had seen their colleagues show earlier. In some 
cases, they had not been able to predict correctly who, 
among the students, would be change agents or resisters to 
change. As a result of this discussion, the recognition 
of the similarities of family, faculty, and classroom with 
respect to change in the system was becoming clearer to 
the team. 
When the observations about rules and unwritten rules 
were shared, no one was able to say that they had thought 
about themselves, as the teacher, being included in any 
57 
unw3ritt©n rulGs. One© th© j.d©a. was on th© tabl©, how©v©]r, 
th©y quickly cam© up with unwritt©n rul©s that w©r© for 
t©ach©rs only, stud©nts only, and both t©ach©rs and 
stud©nts tog©th©r. It was discov©r©d that som© of th© 
most pow©rful rul©s op©rating in th© school and th© class¬ 
room for both students and teachers were unwritten — 
©specially rules about manners, or deeprum, or how to look 
at or talk to each other. These rules were unwritten but 
carried severe consequences if broken. If these unwritten 
rules were broken by a student, serious disciplinary 
action would follow; if broken by a teacher, censorship 
and/or ostracism by colleagues and/or perhaps written or 
oral warnings in a personnel file would be the result. A 
familiar and unwritten family rule that three of the team 
acknowledged was the rule that no family member with 
personal or emotional problems could go outside the family 
to ask for help. They concluded that many of their 
students came from families with similar unwritten rules, 
and thus it was often difficult to get students help with 
counselors or therapists. 
As a result of the long discussion following the 
report of their observations, all the material outlined 
for Week Three was not able to be covered. The team was 
introduced to some concepts of communication within 
systems and some of the sequences or patterns of behavior 
that can result from such communication. 
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A beginning notion of communication within a system 
is the idea that sometimes people do or say things in 
order to get closer to someone or farther away from 
someone without having to say that explicitly. Thus, if a 
student really wants the teacher to pay attention to her 
and can not say that directly, she might say something 
very loud or threatening or out of the ordinary in order 
to get the teacher to notice her. Students may do that 
with each other as well. Once that sequence starts, other 
members of the system may become involved, even if that 
was not the student's intention. The team was asked to 
look for examples of what they thought was communication 
designed to get someone, including the teacher, closer to 
someone else or farther away from someone else. If the 
communication involved themselves, they were asked to pay 
close attention to what they did and how it felt. 
Week Four 
Agenda as planned (see Appendix A, pg. 131): 
I. Joining 
II. Reframing 
III. One Up/One Down Positions 
IV. Circular Questions 
The start of Week Four's session was similar to the 
earlier sessions, but not so much a problem because it 
became obvious that each session would be full of informa¬ 
tion from the team. It also became obvious that the 
outline that had been proposed was too ambitious and that 
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a few more weeks would be needed in order to get through 
all the material. 
Three of the four team members had been able to make 
a number of observations about communications that they 
believed were really designed to get other students or the 
teacher closer to or farther from the student doing the 
communicating. The most often mentioned example involved 
a student using communication to get another student who 
she/he was attracted to closer to them without having to 
say they liked the person. Once they looked at this 
pattern from this perspective, they found the behavior 
more amusing than disruptive and admitted that they began 
to let the communication go on longer than they had in the 
past. 
Nancy said she had been doing this all along — 
observing more than controlling — but was not sure 
exactly why it worked. She agreed the reframing of the 
behavior gave her the confidence to continue with her 
successful practices and to share that success and a 
rationale for it with her colleagues who were not on the 
team. 
Ann said that she was able to lighten up a bit as she 
observed the patterns and that had made her feel less 
tense, and she sensed a little less tension in the class¬ 
room as a result. 
Bill was still having trouble with another pattern of 
behavior (the targeted behaviors of the study) that often 
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became disruptive in his classroom, and he thought that 
that was interfering with his ability to let go with his 
control with respect to this pattern. He did agree with 
Nancy and Ann that it should be an easier and less 
stressful approach. 
George was pretty silent as usual; however, it was 
obvious to the team that he was paying attention to the 
discussions and trying his best to do the assignments 
while in class. It appeared that he was not ready to 
share with the rest of the team. 
As a result of the discussion about their observa¬ 
tions of communication patterns, it seemed logical to talk 
about reframing, as that was the intervention that was 
really being used in these examples. It was agreed that 
the idea of a student doing something to get attention is 
obviously not new to anyone who has ever been in a class¬ 
room with students. What is new to them is to look at 
that communication from the student as the student’s 
attempt to get closer or farther away from someone or 
something. By renaming the communication as come closer- 
go away behavior rather than disruptive behavior, the 
sequence of behavior can be reframed, and the teacher and 
student may be able to avoid the start of an argument that 
could escalate quickly, involve other students, and result 
in a real disruption. 
The team spelled out a fairly typical scenario that 
looked like this: 
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Jose: I hate this place! Everyone shut up! 
Teacher; Jose, please be quiet and get back to your 
seat. 
Jose; Shut up, shut up! You can't make me keep 
quiet. 
Teacher: Please Jose, the others are reading. 
Jose: I don't care about them. (Throws papers about 
or pencil at another student.) 
Marie: Heh, knock it off! Don't hit me. I'll get 
you back! 
Hector: Shut up yourself Jose, you're always getting 
in trouble... 
(And the scene involves more students and 
the teacher has to become a disciplinarian 
to gain control.) 
They then suggested a different first response based 
on a guess that Jose wanted the teacher to come closer to 
him. 
Jose: I hate this place! Everyone shut up! 
Teacher: I hear you Jose. I'm busy right now, but 
I'll be with you in a moment. 
Jose; Shut up! Shut up, everyone! 
Teacher: (Approaches Jose) So what seems to be the 
problem, Jose? Can I help you get back to 
your assignment? 
Jose; (Quiets down to talk more softly with teacher 
and eventually gets back to his task.) 
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If they misjudged his behavior as wanting to get the 
teacher closer, when really Jose wanted to be farther 
away, another set of responses could be added. 
Jose: I hate this place! Everyone shut up! 
Teacher: I hear you Jose. I*m busy right now, but 
1*11 be with you in a moment. 
Jose: Shut up! Shut up! I don't want to talk to 
you! 
Teacher: Jose, if you're not feeling well or this 
task is really upsetting you, you may sit 
away from the group. 
Jose: I hate Marie! She's bugging me. Tell her to 
stop bothering me! 
Teacher: Class, what do you think we can do to solve 
this dispute so that Jose and Marie don't 
end up fighting with each other. Any sug¬ 
gestions? (By involving the other students 
in a problem-solving exercise, perhaps the 
group will be able to avoid the sequence 
that developed in Example 1.) (Or, if the 
teacher knows that Jose is really troubled 
by outside pressures, she may write out a 
note for him that gives him permission to 
go to the nurse's or the counselor's 
office. Assisting a student to leave who 
is in difficulty without starting a large 
disruption may also be helpful.) 
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There was little time left in Week Four's meeting, 
but a logical follow up to the reframing of sequences of 
communication seemed to be to talk about metacommuni¬ 
cating. The team was asked to try to practice once or 
twice during the upcoming week to see if they could 
metacommunicate anywhere in their life — at home, with 
colleagues, with friends, or in class. The idea of 
communicating about the communications that are going on 
is an easy one to grasp — it can be hard to do in a real 
setting, because the person is both part of the 
communication and trying to not be part of it at the same 
time. 
At this point it was also important to look at the 
schedule for the next few weeks, as the team was not able 
to follow the original outline. Still left to cover were 
the following: 
I. Impact of Environment on Systems 
A. How changes occur in a system 
B. Stages of development of families and groups 
II. Interventions 
A. Joining 
B. One up/one down positions 
C. Circular questions 
Also, Weeks Four, Five and Six were originally set aside 
as the time for the student groups to be interviewed. It 
was agreed to interview the students as soon as enough 
permission slips were received. 
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Week Five 
Week Five's session's start was typical, and as the 
team reported on what had happened during the week, 
another pattern of the team seemed now pretty much 
institutionalized. Nancy, the team leader and most 
confident member of the team, was always ready to share 
what she had done during the previous week and was not 
afraid to ask other team members their opinions about 
anything. She also seemed more able to take greater risks 
in trying new things. Ann was the next most confident 
member of the team, but she had a more difficult time 
trying to shift her own behavior from disciplinarian 
(controller) to someone willing to trust interventions 
that were designed to relieve her of that role. She 
readily talked about that issue, but did not share as much 
about her classroom practices as did Nancy and Bill. Bill 
was stuck in the disciplinarian/controller role because he 
was a relatively new teacher and that's what he was 
taught. He was a very tall man and others believed he 
would have no trouble being in control. He reported no 
change whatsoever in his classroom and continued to 
complain about disruptive behavior similar to the targeted 
behavior of this study. George was basically silent, 
answered briefly only if asked a direct question, and 
never shared anything voluntarily. It was a surprise that 
he attended regularly, but he did pay attention to what 
was happening in the weekly sessions. 
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Metacommunication proved to be a difficult skill to 
even begin to master. No one had tried it in class, and 
the few attempts made elsewhere were not worth reporting, 
except to say that Nancy and Ann admitted to becoming 
tongue-tied when they tried to metacommunicate in what 
they thought were safe settings. It was suggested that 
metacommunication would be revisited later on in the 
study. 
The rest of Week Five's session was devoted to 
helping Bill, mostly at Nancy's request, with his concerns 
about disruptive behavior in his classroom. Part of the 
reason for Nancy's request was that Bill's class was right 
next door to Nancy's and at times the noise from his 
classroom was beginning to disrupt her own classroom. 
From the beginning it was clear that the team liked 
Bill and that they knew Bill's students liked him. Also, 
the team reported that team teaching was easy with Bill 
and that he never had a problem with disruptive behavior 
if another teacher was in the room with him. He reported 
that in the corridors and in the auditorium he did not 
have problems with disruptive behavior — he only 
experienced it when he was alone in his classroom with his 
assigned students. 
When Bill began to report the kinds of behavior that 
he found disruptive, it was clear to the team that these 
behaviors were the targeted behaviors of this study. Bill 
agreed that he had been responding to these behaviors in 
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almost the exact way from about the middle of the year, 
and the result was that the student behaviors that he 
called disruptive had increased. As he increased the 
punishments for their behaviors, their behaviors increased 
and the resulting struggle was now almost totally out of 
control. He reported that he felt like quitting his job 
and that he really had not been able to try anything 
different in his classroom because he had to use all his 
energy to try to control his students. 
Nancy and Ann did not really offer any suggestions 
because they had offered them earlier in the year and it 
had not been helpful, and they were not sure what to do 
anymore. They did want the noise in Bill's classroom to 
stop. They reported that when Bill was out, his students 
were easy to control and did not present any difficulties 
to them with respect to disruptive behavior. They also 
could not believe that such a tall and imposing man could 
have such trouble with seventh-grade students, especially 
since all of them were physically smaller than Bill. 
As Bill related a number of recent incidents that he 
cited as examples of the disruptive behavior that he could 
not control, it became clear that he was engaged in a 
power struggle with these students. His classroom 
consisted of fifteen of the most difficult students from 
the previous year's sixth grades. These students were 
selected for this team because the sixth-grade teachers 
had predicted that they could not be successful 
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academically or behaviorally in a regular seventh-grade 
team classroom. Twelve of the fifteen students were boys 
and eleven of the fifteen were Latino, including all three 
girls. He reported no trouble with the girls and said 
that three of the boys were not difficult. That left nine 
boys with whom he "fought a losing battle” every day. 
When asked about the very beginning of any incident. 
Bill was able to relate that often the incidents started 
as apparently innocent verbal exchanges between two (or 
sometimes more) of the students. Sometimes the incidents 
started with minor physical touches or bumps or pushes 
between two students. The third kind of incident involved 
taking something from another student — a hat, pen/ 
pencil, paper, book, etc. He then related that he would 
intervene immediately with some kind of a verbal response 
that identified which students were breaking which rules 
and that the behavior should stop. What usually followed 
was an increase in the behavior that he said should stop 
and the inclusion of a couple of more students in the 
rule-breaking behavior. 
At this point in the sequence. Bill reported that he 
was angry and frustrated and he raised his voice during 
his next verbal response. This second response of his was 
almost identical to his first, but there may have been 
some threats of consequences added in. Again, the rule¬ 
breaking behavior increased, more students became involved 
and Bill got angrier and more frustrated. At that point. 
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it felt to him that the students were having fun with him 
and he was getting madder and unable to get himself out of 
the sequence. One more verbal response from him led to an 
increase in the rule-breaking behavior and the inclusion 
of almost all the students. By then the noise level was 
above acceptable and he was forced to send some of the 
students out of the room to visit the vice principal. 
In talking of the incidents, he said he was not 
afraid or confused. He believed the students still liked 
him as a person, and he did not believe that the inter¬ 
actions would become physically violent because he would 
be able to step in to prevent that because he was so much 
physically larger than the students. He did recall an 
earlier incident, however, during which two students hit 
each other before he could intervene, and the repercus¬ 
sions lasted for a month or more. He said that he felt 
frustrated because no matter what he did, he could not 
win. 
The team discussed the idea of losing and winning 
with middle-school-aged students and agreed that a teacher 
will rarely win a battle of the kind that Bill has 
described. The team said that for teachers this kind of a 
sequence is lose-lose and for students, it is win-win. At 
that point, the idea of symmetrical and complementary 
relationships was introduced, and the sequences that Bill 
described seemed to match what is called symmetrical 
escalation. It was suggested that he was caught in a 
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series of symmetrical escalations with his students and 
that he and they had become experts in this process. 
After discussing complementary relationships, in which one 
person may take either a one-up position or a one-down 
position, it was suggested that he give up his one-up 
position and try to take a one-down position. The team 
said that Bill had an excellent sense of humor, and that 
perhaps he could introduce humor into the sequence, even 
to the point of his being the brunt of the humor. This 
would get him out of the one-up (superior) position he was 
locked into and give the students a chance to experience 
him in a one-down position and themselves in a one-up 
position. As desperate as he was, he agreed to try this 
approach. A caution about introducing humor was 
articulated: students could not be the objects of the 
humor, as that is a damaging way for a teacher to interact 
with a student. 
Week Six 
Week Six's session was somewhat abbreviated as it had 
been a particularly bad week for the team. Bill was out 
sick and no substitute was available for most of the week. 
The rest of the team had to cover his class, and the 
students seemed especially unwilling to cooperate. The 
focus of Week Six was family stages of development, with 
an emphasis on what might be going on in a family with a 
middle-school-aged child. A short session on group 
dynamics was also presented, and the team was asked to try 
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to figure out what stage(s) their classes (groups) were 
in, according to the theory proposed by Tuckman (1977). 
Week Seven 
Week Seven's session started as usual, but Bill was 
still absent. He had returned to school during the past 
week but had an important series of meetings with parents 
that he could not reschedule. The team began to report on 
the various stages of group development they believed 
their classes had reached. Nancy said her class was 
beyond Stage 2 (storming) and had done some Stage 3 
(norming) behavior and was in Stage 4 (performing) once a 
week or so. Ann was not sure where her class was, but did 
report that they had had a long and difficult Stage 2 
(storming) which, she believed, was over for the most 
part. George was silent on the subject. 
The topic of joining was discussed and the team 
agreed that that was one thing most teachers know and 
understand and try to do all the time. The term joining 
was new to them, not the concept. Talking about joining 
with the students brought up the subject of teacher- 
student boundaries and unwritten rules about forms of 
address (Mr., Mrs. or Ms. versus first names). With 
respect to boundaries, there was concern about physically 
touching students for praise or comfort. No one supported 
corporal punishment, but all would use physical force to 
protect themselves or other students from harm. It was 
clear that they did not have the opportunity to talk about 
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these issues in another setting. Joining will resurface 
at a later meeting of the team. 
During the discussion of circular questioning, the 
team concluded that it was too difficult a skill to master 
in a short time and in this setting. They recognized the 
value of that kind of questioning, but expressed feeling 
overwhelmed to try any in the classroom at this time. 
Nancy agreed to try a few simple types of circular 
questions if the situation presented itself during the 
week. 
By the end of Week Seven*s session, all the informa¬ 
tion that was outlined to be presented in Weeks Two, Three 
and Four was finished. It had taken almost twice as long 
as planned, and the reports from the team's efforts to use 
the information in their classrooms took longer to process 
than had been anticipated. Bill's absence for two weeks 
had made a big difference because a group of three is 
significantly smaller than a group of four, especially 
when one of those three (George) participated only by 
listening. The team looked forward to Week Eight and 
Bill's return. 
Week Eight 
Week Eight's session started a little later than 
usual as a result of some administrative requests for 
information that took the members longer than they had 
thought. This led to a general discussion about the 
administration and how unhappy all of them were with 
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respect to administration in the school — departmental 
chairpeople, principals and assistant principals — and in 
the central office — superintendent and the various 
assistant superintendents. It was a tempting topic to get 
sidetracked with, as it brought up all the issues of 
hierarchy and who at one level was allied with whom at 
another level. It did reveal that the team could feel the 
weight of many subsystems in a large school system 
crashing down on them at times to render them almost 
powerless to act. They reported that the team meetings 
helped, if only to give each member a supportive setting 
in which to complain about how frustrating the process of 
change can be in such a large school system. In the past, 
before the teams, they said that they felt even worse — 
more isolated, less acknowledged and even more frustrated. 
The report that the team had been waiting for was to 
be Bill's relating how he had done with his attempt to 
take a one-down position with the students that had been 
giving him so much trouble with the sequence of behavior 
that almost perfectly matched the targeted behavior of the 
study. In a rather nonchalant and uninterested way, he 
reported that he had tried it and it had worked 
immediately. In addition, he smiled and said that he had 
not had a fight/argument with a student ever since. The 
members of the team were pleased and excited for him and 
pointed out that he was behaving in a more animated way 
the past few days. 
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At that point. Bill tried to change the subject back 
to the administration, as he seemed uncomfortable with all 
the praise he was getting from the team members. Even 
George managed to say a little something that was compli¬ 
mentary. Bill was asked for some details, and he 
responded by saying that although he had been really 
skeptical and a bit frightened to try what had been 
suggested — taking the one-down position — he really 
liked the students and would try anything to see if he and 
they could change their interactions. 
He reported that he chose humor as a way of taking 
the one-down position and that he made himself the brunt 
of his own jokes. The students who had started the all- 
too-familiar sequence were delighted to see their teacher 
being made fun of by himself. That stopped the old 
pattern pretty quickly, and a new pattern slowly emerged. 
Once Bill made the first joke about himself, the students 
who had been involved in the beginning of the sequence 
found that they could not keep arguing with each other 
and/or Bill if they were laughing. This stopped most of 
the arguments completely, and Bill and the class wasted 
less and less time fighting/arguing than they had in the 
past. A couple of the students who had been the most 
likely to create a serious argument took Bill*s one-down 
position to another level. They stopped arguing to laugh 
at Bill, and then they tried to make a joke (with no one 
as the brunt) just to see if they could get the other 
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students to laugh as Bill had. So once a day, 
someonewould start something that sounded like an old 
argument/fight just so the class could have a good laugh 
with Bill, the teacher they really liked who had a good 
sense of humor. This was confirmed by Nancy and Ann, as 
they had team taught a lesson with Bill during the 
previous week, and they were impressed with the change of 
atmosphere in the room and the obvious good feelings that 
were being expressed between Bill and the class. 
When Bill was asked about his plans to continue 
teaching, he reported that he loved teaching again and 
could not imagine that this was the same group of students 
he had taught just three weeks previously. He said that 
he thought the key to his success was that he really liked 
his students and was willing to take a risk with them in 
an attempt to interrupt a sequence of behaviors that had 
become so destructive and disruptive to the educational 
process that was supposed to be taking place. With that, 
the time for the meeting was over and more discussion 
would have to wait until next week. 
Week Nine 
Week Nine began with a somewhat urgent request from 
Ann to discuss a student's behavior in her class. She 
reported that this was a student she had taught the 
previous year in grade six in another school. By 
coincidence, they both ended up together again in the new 
school in grade seven. The good relationship that they 
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had developed in grade six had carried over to grade seven 
until some weeks ago. She had tried to ignore his 
behavior because she thought maybe he was having a rough 
time at home, as she knew some details of his home 
situation. Also, his behavior did not result in 
disrupting the whole class. In fact, most of the time he 
was instrumental in helping her in her .interventions to 
interrupt sequences that looked as though they would 
develop into the targeted behaviors. Much of his disres¬ 
pectful behavior happened before class or after class or 
when she was helping him one-on-one with a particular 
assignment. He insulted her, made nasty faces at her, and 
generally tried to hurt her feelings. She said that what 
he was doing did hurt her, and she could no longer stand 
it and was thinking of asking for his transfer to another 
class. She had confided in Nancy, and they agreed to 
bring the problem to the team before taking the drastic 
action of a transfer. 
After some basic questioning of Ann about the details 
and history of their teacher-student relationship, it was 
discovered that this student's parents were absent from 
the home most of the time, and that he had been raising 
himself and two younger siblings mostly on his own. Ann 
had become fond of him and had perhaps become a substitute 
parental figure for him. 
Under her watchful eye and nurturing wing, this 
student blossomed into a wonderfully friendly person and 
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skilled learner. The relationship continued to grow until 
two months before the team began the study. At that point 
his friendliness toward her really stopped. Once the team 
began the study and Nancy began to show more attention to 
some of the students who had been causing trouble, his 
disrespectful behavior increased. The event that 
triggered the initial end to his friendliness had been 
Nancy's return from a leave of absence, during which time 
she had given birth to her first child. 
After putting the events into sequence and asking 
themselves about the meaning of the student's behavior, 
the team hypothesized that this student was mad at Nancy 
for having given birth to a baby who had replaced him as 
her favorite. He was punishing her by being disrespect¬ 
ful to her and would probably continue or increase the 
behavior if something were not done. After some more 
discussion, the team recommended that Nancy try to join 
with this student again and involve him in some way in 
helping her parent her new baby, even to the point of 
asking him for advice because he had raised his younger 
siblings and this was Nancy's first child. She liked the 
suggested intervention and agreed to try it right away. 
The subject of joining was then revisited by the 
team, as George was not in agreement with the rest of the 
team's hypothesis and their suggested intervention. The 
most surprising aspect of his disagreement was that he had 
broken his silence and became a vocal participant for the 
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first time. This was an amazing breakthrough, and all the 
team members gave him positive feedback about his speaking 
up, even though they disagreed with him. George was 
really angry at Nancy's student and thought he should be 
punished by being transferred to another team. He could 
not imagine trying to help the student who had hurt Nancy 
so much, especially after she had put all that time, 
energy and caring into helping him. The team knew how 
much the student's behavior had hurt Nancy. Yet they knew 
that as the adults and teachers, it was their responsi¬ 
bility to try to find a way to resolve this problem 
without hurting the student, if possible. By joining with 
this student again, it confirmed Nancy's caring for him 
and her willingness to take some risks to help him out of 
his difficulty. 
At this point in the discussion. Bill suggested to 
George that he might benefit greatly as a teacher if he 
were to try some joining techniques with his students. 
Bill, Nancy, and Ann had all seen George interact with his 
students and theirs, and they shared with him their 
concern about the distance he kept between himself and the 
students. They even suggested that the students might 
think he did not like them because of the way he behaved 
when he was with them. In spite of the fact that all 
three appeared to be friendly to George and very sincere 
about what was going on between George and the students, 
he withdrew into silence once again. Bill, somewhat 
78 
angered, began to lecture about the value of joining with 
students and how important it was to like them as people. 
He stressed the fact that he had been successful in 
turning his experience around with the students not so 
much because of the intervention he had used, but more 
because he liked them and they knew that he liked them. 
He suggested that he would have failed if he had not liked 
his students. Although no one accused George of not 
liking his students, they reemphasized that if students 
believe they are disliked, they will act accordingly and 
any teacher will have an almost impossible task of trying 
to change their behavior under those circumstances. 
Joining with students, they all agreed, assumed that you 
liked and respected your students; it was their behavior 
— what they said and did in class — that you could 
dislike, not them as people. 
The session ended on that somewhat tense note of 
apparent disagreement among the team. It was the first 
time that George had really entered the dialogue. George 
had left the room quickly and the others were apparently 
upset. Since they all had classes to return to, there was 
no time to process anything. 
Week Ten 
At the start of Week Ten's session, a quick review of 
the stage development of groups was done, and the team 
agreed that it had finally entered the storming stage in a 
complete way because all of them had been involved in the 
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disagreement. Because of George's previous silence, 
earlier disagreements were not as meaningful as the one 
from the previous week. The discussion turned into a 
little celebration as they had arrived at stage two of a 
five-stage process just in time to be able to do something 
about it. 
Before any further discussion about their disagree¬ 
ment, Ann reported that she had talked with the student 
who had been the discussion of Week Nine. The team's 
suggestions had worked and the student was eagerly 
involved with help for Ann about how to care for her 
newborn baby. He had asked that she bring in more 
pictures, and he was very happy to see them. The next 
step was for Ann to arrange for him to see the baby. The 
team seemed pleased with their second success story in as 
many tries — first Bill, then Ann. 
At that point, George asked for an opportunity to be 
heard. He apologized for having been so angry the 
previous week. He was feeling jealous of the attention 
that Bill had been getting from the team. He confided 
that he had been having as much, if not more, trouble with 
his students as Bill had had. Yet, because he was afraid 
to speak up, he could not get any help with his problem. 
He also disclosed that, although he did like his students 
from afar, he became fearful of them if they got too close 
physically or personally to him. He had made one half- 
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hearted attempt to take a one-down position, but it had 
failed miserably. He said he was glad that he had been 
part of the study and was hopeful that the team could help 
him reduce the targeted behaviors because now he was ready 
to listen to their suggestions and make some serious 
attempts to try new things himself. 
The other three members of the team were pleased with 
George's sharing of his feelings and promised to help him 
in any way they could. He took them seriously by 
presenting them with a specific problem he was having with 
two students who would not cooperate in any way with him 
or the rest of the class. All they did was talk to each 
other all day long, and he could not seem to get them to 
stop. After a few questions from the team, they offered 
him a simple intervention: change the students' seating 
arrangements by placing one very close to him and the 
other as far away as possible from him and the first 
student. George seemed to like that suggestion and 
thanked the others for their help. 
And it was with that final suggestion from the team 
that the ten weeks of interaction came to a close. What 
was left for Week Ten's session was to agree upon the 
final results and to comment on the process that had taken 
place. The meeting had been scheduled at a different hour 
to allow for the extra time that might be needed. In 
retrospect, the team agreed that the time had passed very 
quickly, but much had also been accomplished. 
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It had been agreed during Week Nine's session that 
each member would be prepared to report on the final 
results of the study from their perspective as well as the 
team's. In addition they were to comment on the process 
from the beginning contact with the principal up to and 
including this last meeting. All had brought a few notes 
with them to which they could refer during the final 
discussion. There was no set order of response, but 
everyone waited for Nancy, the team leader, to begin. 
Nancy set the tone with her very honest and sincere 
report. She believed that she was a very caring and com¬ 
petent teacher who had learned long ago that students must 
be respected and nurtured throughout their learning exper¬ 
iences. Without this care and nurturance, she believed, 
very little lasting learning would result. This was her 
approach to teaching as a person and as a professional 
educator, and she believed she was quite successful at it. 
(The researcher had observed her in her classroom, and it 
was obvious that Nancy was always ready to change any 
lesson plan that had been prepared in order to meet the 
social, emotional, and/or physical needs of her students.) 
With respect to the targeted behaviors, she reported 
very little change because, as she admitted, that sequence 
of behavior rarely goes on in her classroom. Perhaps she 
had learned to intervene a bit earlier in some sequences 
than she normally did, but she believed that the change 
was not significant. What she did find extremely helpful. 
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however, was to learn some theoretical basis for many of 
the positive and successful things she had always been 
doing. This gave her confidence to speak up at the team 
meetings which were not part of the study, as well as the 
informal meetings with other colleagues, the team leader 
meetings, and the meetings with principals and department 
heads. Although name dropping, as she called it, was not 
really her style, she said that she was smart enough to 
know that other people, often the skeptical ones, would 
listen more carefully to her if she explained her approach 
as being based on or related to someone who had been 
published. For her, this was the value of her participa¬ 
tion in the study: to be recognized as the excellent 
teacher that she was and had been for years. All the team 
members nodded in agreement as Nancy concluded her report. 
Ann admitted that she had been somewhat reluctant to 
undertake the study, partly because she had not done 
anything like it before. She was a little apprehensive 
about sharing her comments about her students' behavior 
with others. The other reason was that she did not really 
believe that much could change as a result of the study. 
Her dissatisfaction with the conditions in the school and 
the actions or lack of action by the administrators in the 
building and in the central office has disillusioned her, 
and her earlier enthusiasm as a new teacher had worn off. 
She felt burned out and in a rut and had no real hope for 
much new to result from the study. She admitted that she 
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had been pleasantly surprised and was glad that she had 
agreed to participate. 
In talking about the targeted behaviors, she reported 
that she also had not had much difficulty in the past with 
that sequence of behavior. She gave much credit for her 
success to Nancy, who was her good friend and mentor. She 
echoed Nancy's comment about her own confidence increasing 
as a result of looking at one way of understanding how she 
had been successful. She recognized that there were other 
theoretical explanations that could be just as helpful, 
but she liked the ones that had been presented in the 
study. What she learned about systems thinking had been 
helpful to her. 
But she did admit that there were other student 
behaviors that had puzzled and concerned her. She could 
not understand why she could be so successful with some 
classroom behaviors that students presented and feel so 
incompetent in the face of other behaviors. Being with 
the team and discussing those puzzling behaviors gave her 
some new ways to look at the interventions. The old way 
of blaming the student and providing a punishment or 
blaming herself and doing nothing certainly had not been 
helpful. Thus, she found that participation in the study 
increased her confidence in her successful practices/ 
interventions in the classroom and also gave her some new 
ways of looking at student behavior that had previously 
puzzled her. 
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If there was a success story to talk about as a 
result of the study, certainly Bill's report could be 
labeled as such. He was smiling throughout his report, as 
he had been since Week Eight when he reported the great 
success of the intervention that had been suggested by the 
team. He admitted that he had been reluctant to partici¬ 
pate in the study. He was afraid that the team would 
discover his failures as a disciplinarian. Since he 
believed that he was incompetent, he said that he had been 
successful in the past in changing the subject quickly 
whenever it came around to his having to talk about his 
problems, concerns, etc. He knew that he could not 
continue to do that for the entire ten weeks of the study. 
He knew also that deep down he was a good teacher, for he 
had been successful in the past, and he hoped that his 
participation in the study would help him become that 
capable teacher once again. 
For him, the targeted behaviors of the study were 
happening once a day in his classroom as the study began. 
As the study progressed and he tried some things in a not- 
so-serious way, the targeted behaviors increased to more 
than once a day. Sometimes, nothing that he had planned 
for his lessons ever was accomplished because he spent the 
whole day dealing with those targeted sequences. Just 
before Week Five, when Nancy brought up the noise in 
Bill's class, the disruptions in Bill's class had reached 
an unacceptable level, by anyone's standards. Once he 
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tried a different approach, the behaviors were sharply 
reduced, and in a few days, the targeted behaviors almost 
disappeared. Bill reminded the team that the first step 
in the sequence of the targeted behavior would not 
disappear, for there would always be disputes or insults 
or conflicts among/between students and/or teachers. For 
Bill, the important idea to remember was to look at that 
behavior as a sequence and to choose to intervene as early 
as possible in the sequence with an intervention that will 
change the nature of the sequence. He had found one very 
successful way to intervene that was central to him as the 
person he was. He knew that there were other interven¬ 
tions that would also work, but he knew they did not fit 
as well with him. Thus, his success might not be so 
easily transferred to another teacher who might not fit 
with his intervention. But, he knew that it would not be 
difficult to come up with a different intervention that 
would fit with a different teacher and be respectful of 
the students as well. He was obviously very satisfied 
with the results of the study and, in retrospect, had no 
regrets for having participated. 
George was the last to report, and his report was the 
shortest. Although he had broken his silence the week 
before and had already participated verbally at the begin¬ 
ning of this session, it was still difficult for him to 
say a lot when everyone was looking at him and listening 
to him. He apologized for not having been more vocal, but 
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he reminded everyone that he had not missed a session and 
that he had been an active listener throughout. He 
admitted that he found it difficult to try some of the 
interventions in his classroom, mostly out of fear of 
losing control and/or being ridiculed by the students. He 
knew that Nancy and Ann were much more successful in the 
classroom than he was, and, in the beginning, felt some 
comfort in the knowledge that maybe Bill was having more 
trouble than he was. Initially, he found it hard to 
accept Bill*s success because he felt, at that 
point,everyone would know that he was all alone in his 
difficulties. Yet, he never felt anything negative from 
the team. He believed that he was supported; however, 
after all those years of being isolated in the classroom, 
it was just too difficult to feel comfortable with the 
team during this first experience as a team member. 
He could not really remember how often the targeted 
behaviors were going on in his classroom when the study 
first began. He really tried to ignore looking at 
sequences or patterns because he had never done that 
before. About the time that Bill was having so much 
trouble, he began to notice more about his own students 
and their patterns. He believed that the targeted 
behaviors occurred about once a day or so and increased 
some weeks by a little, but rarely decreased. He said 
that he was not yet ready for the kind of intervention 
that Bill had found so successful, but he reported that he 
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had tried to join with his students more after the discus¬ 
sion about joining in Week Nine's session. He reported 
that the targeted behaviors decreased slightly during the 
past week, but he was not ready to say if his joining 
efforts were a factor or not. He was really glad that he 
participated in the study and believed that he would be 
more successful in the future as an individual and with 
the team. 
At that point, Nancy said that she believed that they 
had grown closer as a team as a result of participating in 
the study. All the members concurred and also agreed that 
they had been quite apprehensive at the beginning and 
would have quit attending the sessions if they felt uncom¬ 
fortable about what was going on. They found it interes¬ 
ting that they had waited so long to have their first 
dispute, but they accepted the reality that it had taken 
that long to really form as a team. Before they had been 
a team in name only; now they felt that they really were 
connected in some meaningful ways as a result of partici¬ 
pating in the study. 
There was no disagreement with the following summary 
of the individual participation in the process of meeting 
together: Nancy had been and still was the leader and the 
energizer who led the charge; Ann was right behind her 
with all the positive support she could offer; Bill 
finally arrived about half-way through the process and 
finished strong from that point to the end; and George 
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waited until it was almost too late to really join with 
the team, but his efforts the last two weeks really 
solidified them for future action together. George proved 
that the old saying — better late than never — can have 
value some of the time. 
In terms of their preparation for each weekly 
meeting, all agreed that the time constraints and stress 
of full-time teaching simply did not allow them that 
luxury. Before they knew it, the next week's session 
arrived and they rarely had time to plan for it. Verbal 
feedback was all they had time for, and they apologized 
for not writing down their comments or feedback — yet 
they had no regrets, nor did they feel guilty. The job of 
a full-time teacher is very demanding. With respect to 
the assignments of trying out different approaches or 
interventions in the classroom, they had the best of 
intentions, but unexpected interruptions or changes in the 
schedule or intervening crises seemed to limit the amount 
of time they had to practice in class. They did offer 
suggestions for any future study which might be planned, 
and those will be spelled out in the next chapter. 
They decided to give themselves some letter grades as 
part of the final results. Before they gave out the 
grades, they talked about how difficult it is to grade 
others and almost impossible to grade oneself. They also 
were aware of how critical they could be of themselves; 
nevertheless, they offered the following; Planning — C; 
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Homework — C+; Participation in weekly sessions — B+; 
and Sharing with each other — B. The final average was a 
B“, a grade they all could live with. However, they gave 
themselves an A for their potential for future success as 
a team as a result of their participation in the study. 
In one final display of assertiveness, they refused 
to take any kind of a post-treatment attitude survey and 
said nothing had changed for them in terms of their 
attitudes toward the school system, the school in general, 
other staff, other students, etc. The only positive 
feelings they had were for themselves and their students. 
However, they believed that they would be satisfied with 
more aspects of their job if more teams had had the same 
experience as theirs. In talking with their coworkers on 
other teams, they reported some interest in the study and 
believed that if their team, that was so disorganized at 
the beginning of the study, could benefit from the study, 
then others could as well. 
The last session had come to an end, and there seemed 
to be no unfinished business. The original four-person 
team that began the study was stronger and more skilled 
than it had been. They still had work to do before the 
school year ended, and they felt more positive about their 
chances of doing a good job. Goodbyes and thanks were 
exchanged, and the team and the researcher parted company. 
This phase of the study had come to a close. 
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The Nonparticipatina Team 
Since only two teams responded to the principal's 
announcement of the study, the eighth-grade team that 
decided not to participate automatically became the Non¬ 
participating Team for the purposes of this study. As 
stated earlier, five full-time teachers formed that team: 
social studies, English, reading, math, and science; two 
part-time teachers - art and home economics - split their 
time with the eighth-grade team and another team. After 
their team had decided not to participate in the study, 
three of the full-time members agreed to be the Non¬ 
participating Team. After a brief meeting, it was decided 
to check in three times during the ten-week study: once 
near the beginning, once in the middle and again at the 
end. 
After two weeks had elapsed, a brief meeting with the 
Nonparticipating Team was held. They were finding it 
difficult to keep track of the targeted behaviors, as 
conflict within the team was taking much of their time. 
All were frank and admitted that they had forgotten about 
their assignment, even though they were still interested 
in the study. The targeted behaviors were reviewed and 
each member agreed to begin keeping a log of those 
behaviors in their classrooms. They also promised to note 
especially if there were a noticeable change when two 
teachers team—taught or other than normal groupings of 
students took place. Because they were the ones who were 
91 
interested in the study originally, they asked how the 
other team was doing. It had been agreed that the design 
of the study would require that no information of any kind 
with respect to the Participating Team would be shared 
with the Nonparticipating Team. If team members, on their 
own, shared information when the researcher were not 
present, there was no one or way that could prevent that 
from happening. The Nonparticipating Team agreed to meet 
next during Week Five of the study. 
Week Five*s scheduled meeting actually occurred 
during Week Six as a result of multiple scheduling pro¬ 
blems. It turned out better for everyone, as more data 
was available in the extra week of reporting. They had 
decided, on their own, not to share any of their observa¬ 
tions with each other until the scheduled meeting. Thus, 
the three members were surprised to find out that what 
they had suspected was going on in a couple of their team¬ 
mate's classes was actually going on according to their 
own observations. The surprise was not pleasant because 
they had hoped that their suspicions had been unfounded. 
They shared that they had discovered that the member 
of the team that they thought was the weakest member 
actually had a class in which a very high number of 
targeted behaviors occurred when his class was combined 
with any other class. In charting the targeted behaviors, 
they also noticed that different teachers responded 
differently. Some of their responses they agreed with and 
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others they did not. They found that they rarely agreed 
with the response that the weakest member chose. 
With respect to their own classes, they noticed that 
the targeted behaviors generally stayed the same and 
fluctuations had more to do with day of week, time of day, 
and proximity to events such as lunch, end of day, or long 
weekends. None of them yet had had time to sit down and 
talk with the Participating Team, either as a group or 
individually. They agreed that their days were so busy 
that little time was left for pursuing anything that was 
not essential. The next meeting was scheduled during Week 
Ten at the very end of the study. 
Before the final meeting with the Nonparticipating 
Team, it was suggested that the researcher attend the last 
part of a regular team meeting with the entire eighth- 
grade team, not just the three members that had met on the 
previous two occasions. The agenda item that was 
scheduled for that time was what to do about student 
discipline within the team. 
During that part of the meeting, the entire team 
engaged in a somewhat heated discussion for approximately 
thirty minutes about two issues they said were important 
to them: students not bringing pencils to class; and 
students not doing their homework. At the end of the 
discussions, no new solutions to the problems had been 
decided upon. However, they did agree to increase the 
penalties from one hour of detention to two hours for each 
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repeat offense of not bringing in a pencil and not 
bringing in homework on time. 
At the end of the regular team meeting, the three 
members of the Nonparticipating Team then had their final 
meeting with the researcher. Their observations had 
continued more or less steadily since the meeting during 
Week Six, and they reported that the number of targeted 
behaviors observed remained about the same as before. 
They did all report that the number of targeted behaviors 
in their own classrooms had reduced somewhat. In talking 
about it, they all agreed that they had been a bit 
embarrassed to report during Week Six that the number of 
targeted behaviors in their classrooms were almost as many 
as the number in the classrooms of some of the team that 
they thought were weaker teachers. Thus, they had decided 
to do something about the targeted behaviors in their 
classrooms so that they would not compare unfavorably with 
certain team members. They all thought of themselves as 
good teachers and good disciplinarians, and they did not 
want that reputation to be tainted by having to report a 
high number of targeted behaviors. 
They reported trying to intervene earlier than normal 
in the sequence of the targeted behaviors in their class¬ 
rooms so that they would be able to report fewer instances 
of the targeted behaviors for the study. Because they 
knew that they were doing most of the same things that 
they normally did to intervene, they reported trying to 
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meet with the Participating Team to see if there were some 
new approaches they could try. However, time constraints 
had prevented any but the most superficial meetings from 
taking place. 
Why had the number of targeted behaviors not been 
reduced somewhat in the classrooms of the other members of 
the Nonparticipating Team? The three teachers offered the 
explanation that the other members of their team did not 
see classroom behavior from the same perspective as they 
did. The three teachers reporting on the behavior viewed 
behavior in the classroom as part of an interactional 
experience that included the teacher and the student. 
They reported that their colleagues viewed behavior in the 
classroom as student behavior, independent of the teacher 
or teacher*s behavior. Thus, their colleagues could sit 
back at the end of a day filled with one sequence of 
targeted behavior after another and call it a bad day 
because the students had been bad or they came from bad 
homes or some other explanation that focused on blaming 
the students. The three teachers came to this conclusion 
about their colleagues as a result of hours of discussion 
during team meetings, as well as other times. This 
disagreement had split their team into two opposing 
groups, and there were plans for some of the team members 
to switch teams for the next school year in order to find 
compatible colleagues. 
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The Nonparticipating Team expressed regret that their 
team had not voted to join the study. They had seen 
through their own observations the change in the classroom 
behavior of the Participating Team, as well as in the team 
members themselves. The Nonparticipating Team believed 
that their team split could have been avoided or would 
have been less disruptive/destructive to their team's 
functioning if they had participated in the study. They 
acknowledged that some other members of their team would 
probably not agree with that conclusion. 
The Students 
The meetings with the students involved a process 
that mirrored quite accurately the major dynamics of the 
Participating Team. From the beginning, the team members 
knew that students would have an opportunity to meet with 
the researcher as a group, with or without the teacher 
present, provided that each individual student who wanted 
to meet had returned a signed permission form. They also 
knew that students were not under any obligation to say 
anything if they chose to meet, and that no consequence of 
any kind (i.e. punishment or bribe) were to follow no 
matter what course of action any individual student had 
chosen. 
Although this process was explained two or three 
times and copies of the students* permission slips were 
given to each team member, George refused to allow the 
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students assigned to him to participate in any way. It 
was clear that he was nervous about what the students 
xttight say about him. In fact, when asked by a team member 
if that were a concern, he agreed that it was. When he 
was reminded that he could be in the room during the group 
session, he did not change his position. His face 
remained flushed throughout the discussion, and no amount 
of gentle persuasion from anyone could change his mind. 
As a result, the team accepted his decision and went on to 
schedule the rest of the student group sessions. 
Nancy decided that she wanted to be present during 
the student meeting because three of her students said 
that they would only meet if she were there. Since she 
believed that the student session would be helpful for 
them, she reluctantly agreed to be present during the 
session. She hoped that other students would not be 
intimidated by her presence and planned to try to be in 
and out of the room so that there would be times when 
students would have to opportunity to talk without her 
present. 
Ann decided not to be present during the group 
session. No student had approached her to ask for her 
presence, and frankly she believed that all of them would 
be more relaxed without her in the room. Bill said he 
would be present and offered not much of an explanation. 
He did admit that he did not think his presence would 
matter much with any of the students in his class. 
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Because of the difficulty of everyone's schedules, it 
was decided to hold the student sessions as soon as 
possible so that there would be ample time to reschedule 
in the event of complications. Weeks Four, Five and Six, 
which were the original plan, seemed just about right to 
the team. Ann, Nancy, and Bill agreed to make an extra 
effort to get signed releases from as many students as 
wanted to participate. They did acknowledge that getting 
students to bring back any piece of paper with a parent/ 
guardian signature on it was one of the most difficult 
tasks they faced during the year. It was decided that 
during Week Four, the student sessions would begin unless 
there were major problems. 
Nancy's Students 
Of the fifteen students currently assigned to Nancy's 
classroom, eight had brought in the signed form by the 
time the session was scheduled. Nancy advised that 
waiting a week or a few weeks more would not increase the 
number of signed forms. In fact, she was surprised that 
as many as eight had remembered to bring the forms back. 
Five female and three male students sat in a circle 
as the session began. Although they had already signed a 
form for release, the ground rules for the session were 
reviewed to make sure everyone understood. Nancy encour¬ 
aged everyone to cooperate and said that she would not 
really participate. After she reminded them that they 
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could participate by just listening, she went to her desk 
and began to do her own work. 
The students laughed nervously at the beginning when 
asked if they knew what they were there for. After a 
review of the purpose of the study, the students were 
asked if they had any questions. Since Nancy had briefed 
them thoroughly before the session, no one had any 
questions. But they all knew about the targeted behaviors 
and reported that that sequence of behaviors did not 
happen often in Nancy's classroom. They said that the 
sequence happened in other classrooms, and they did not 
like it because it was always disruptive and sometimes 
scary. Many looked over at Nancy when they said that she 
helped make them feel safe because she did not let the 
sequence go very far. 
Since early teacher intervention seemed an important 
function in interrupting the sequence of the targeted 
behaviors, the students were asked to list the character¬ 
istics of the teachers that they both liked and learned 
from. They listed the following: 
1) an advocate for you; 
2) rewards you for good behavior; 
3) nice to you; 
4) not mean; 
5) cares about you; 
6) warns you; and 
7) gives you a break. 
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without being asked, they also listed some character¬ 
istics of teachers they both did not like and did not 
learn from: 
1) mean; 
2) picking on you; and 
3) unfair. 
They were then asked to answer a guestion about how 
much of their behavior in the classroom was connected to 
what was happening outside of school, like home, the 
street, friends, etc. All who responded to the question 
answered quite similarly: a lot of their behavior in the 
classroom was connected to outside events. They also 
responded that some of their classroom behavior was con¬ 
nected to what was happening in the larger school setting 
as well as just in the classroom. They talked about how 
easy it was for a little disagreement to erupt into a big 
fight if they had a bad experience at home, or on the 
street or in the corridor. When asked how teachers could 
help with that problem, if at all, they responded that 
teachers could be more understanding and talk with them, 
rather than jump in and start yelling or sending students 
out of the room. They concluded by saying that the 
teachers they both liked and learned from were the ones 
who understood them and listened to their problems and 
rarely would let a sequence that started small progress to 
a big fight that was disruptive and sometimes scary. They 
made it clear that Nancy was one of those teachers. 
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Ann*s Students 
Seven students from Ann's group of fifteen were ready 
for their session. Like Nancy, Ann reported that this was 
a good turnout, given her experience with signed forms 
during the school year up to that point. Although Ann had 
decided not to be present during the session, she was 
there at the beginning to remind the students of the 
ground rules, especially the one about not having to say 
anything if they did not want to. The students seemed 
relaxed and eager to begin as Ann left the room. 
Ann's group had no questions about the targeted 
behaviors either and, similar to Nancy's group, reported 
that the sequence of behaviors rarely occurred in their 
classroom. They did talk about witnessing the sequence 
and being part of it in other classrooms and agreed that 
the experience was always disruptive and sometimes scary. 
With respect to listing the characteristics of 
teachers they both liked and learned from, their list was 
fairly similar to Nancy's students' list, but added the 
following characteristics: 
1) helps you; 
2) understands you; and 
3) is friendly. 
They also volunteered their list of characteristics 
for teachers both not liked and not learned from. The 
following were in addition to those spelled out by Nancy's 
students: 
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1) nosy; 
2) prejudiced; and 
3) yells at you for no reason. 
The discussion about how behavior in the classroom 
was connected to other events at home, on the street, with 
friends, in the corridors, etc. went quite similarly to 
the one with Nancy's students. One female student said 
quite clearly, "Home problems affect me in school." The 
other students all nodded seriously. Later, someone said 
that Ann was a helpful teacher in that she understood 
about how problems can affect behavior in the classroom. 
They all agreed with the student, and they said they were 
lucky to be in Ann's classroom. The female student said 
that she had been in trouble in school all last year 
because her teacher did not understand her. She reported 
that she had the same home problems this year and behaved 
pretty much the same way in school this year, but she was 
not in any trouble in school and was learning a lot 
because Ann understood. A male student who was with her 
last year in school said that he agreed with her and 
reported that he difference between the two experiences 
was like "night and day." 
Bill's Students 
Ten of the fifteen students assigned to Bill's 
classroom showed up for the session (seven boys and three 
girls): They seemed eager to get going, yet somehow 
relaxed as well. Bill was in the room but sat outside the 
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circle of desks that made up the seating arrangement for 
the session. Although there had been hints that Bill and 
his students were not getting along, it appeared that 
there was a genuine affection between Bill and the 
students. Before the session began, three or four of the 
male students engaged in a pleasant banter with Bill. He 
had some difficulty getting them to quiet down so that the 
session could begin, but there was no evidence of hostil¬ 
ity coming from Bill or going towards him. 
From the beginning there were two boys who were 
actively listening to what was going on and who passed any 
time a question was asked of them. They did not appear to 
be uncomfortable as they said, ”I pass," nor did any other 
student seem to do anything other than acknowledge their 
statements. The three girls were very verbal and gave the 
five verbal boys some stiff competition as to which group 
would dominate the conversation. The girls were respect¬ 
ful of the boys, but it was clear that the girls would not 
let the boys dominate the session. 
This group's responses to the explanation of the 
study and a description of the targeted behaviors were 
quite different from Nancy's and Ann's groups. They 
acknowledged their awareness of the targeted behaviors 
with simple nods of their heads or short, one-or-two-word 
responses. They all kept looking at each other in what 
appeared to be a nervous way, and then they would try to 
sneak a look at Bill to see his reaction. Bill was trying 
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to ignore what was going on and tried not to pay attention 
to the discussion. When it was suggested that the mention 
of the targeted behaviors seemed to produce some interes¬ 
ting responses, no student volunteered to reply. Since 
talks about the targeted behaviors seemed to cause such 
discomfort and no one appeared ready to talk about it, the 
discussion was ended. 
Bill's group's list of teacher characteristics added 
no new items to the previous two groups' aggregate list. 
They did seem to emphasize the characteristic of under¬ 
standing. and more than one student would then look 
directly at Bill as if to give him an obvious hint. Bill 
did not respond to the direct looks in any visible way, 
and it appeared that he was not paying much attention to 
the discussion at that time. After three attempts at 
giving Bill the obvious hint about being understanding and 
getting no apparent response from Bill, the students went 
on to other characteristics. 
When the group began to talk about behavior in the 
classroom possibly being affected by what was going on in 
the home, street, etc., they became even more animated 
than before. One girl led off the discussion by saying, 
"Things at home make it hard at school. If a teacher 
understands that, it makes it easier for the student." A 
different girl reported that her older brother hits her 
often in the morning before school or on the way to 
school. When she arrives at school, she is really mad. 
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If someone looks at her the wrong way or says the wrong 
thing to her, she punches them. That punch often leads to 
a fight, and she has been suspended before for fighting. 
She wants help with what is going on, but no teacher seems 
to want to understand. Some teachers and administrators 
have said that she is making up an excuse to try to get 
out of detention or a suspension. She said she could try 
to do something other than punch students if there were 
some teacher who would just understand her situation and 
try to help her. The other students in the group nodded 
in agreement with her last statement. 
When the bell rang to signal the end of the session, 
no student wanted to leave. All but the two who had 
chosen to remain silent wanted to say more about their 
classroom behavior and what they thought would help. They 
seemed sincere in not liking the verbal disputes, the 
shoving and pushing, and sometimes punching that often 
resulted once behavior got a little out of control. It 
was almost as if they were asking Bill to take control and 
help them stop what was going on. They kept saying that a 
teacher could be helpful, and they would listen to that 
teacher and appreciate the help. There was no more time 
to talk and the students gathered around Bill as he 
prepared to escort them to their next activity in another 
part of the building. The friendly bantering back and 
forth started up again as the group disappeared down the 
corridor. 
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Conclusions 
A total of sixty students were assigned to the four- 
teacher team participating in the study. Twenty-five of 
those students participated in this part of the study. 
Since fifteen students were really not able to participate 
because of George*s request that the team upheld, twenty- 
five of forty-five, or 55.5 percent of the students 
eligible to participate did actually participate, and some 
participated more actively than others. Nancy, Ann and 
Bill all reported that there were more students genuinely 
interested in participating, but the students were not 
able to because their signed permission slips were not in 
by the time their session was held. 
All the students seemed to understand the design of 
the study, and all clearly recognized the target behaviors 
and acknowledged the amount of time and energy that 
teachers and students spent doing those behaviors as well 
as with the consequences of those behaviors. Nancy's and 
Ann * s groups reported that they did not experience much of 
that behavior in their present classrooms. Bill's group 
did not make any statements about their experience with 
the targeted behaviors in their current classroom, but 
they did appear quite nervous during the discussion of the 
targeted behaviors. 
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All three groups developed similar lists of charac¬ 
teristics of the teachers they both liked and learned 
from. The focus seemed to be on the teacher*s care, 
concern, understanding, friendliness, and just generally 
trying to be nice and helpful at the same time. Meanness, 
unfairness, and prejudice seemed to summarize the teachers 
they did not like and did not learn from. No mention of 
academic degrees, intelligence, sophistication, clothes, 
gender, race or ethnicity occurred. Although these 
students certainly are aware of these characteristics of 
teachers in general, the students did not list them as 
important. It was more important to them to be liked, 
cared about, understood and treated fairly. 
All three groups reported that what was happening to 
them outside of the classroom often influenced their 
classroom behavior. The students who were most verbal 
about that report also stated that it was important to 
them that their teachers be aware of and understand the 
connections between their (the students) outside world and 
their classroom behavior. One student seemed to have 
summarized the problems many students face as they arrive 
at school each day when she said, "Things at home make it 
hard at school. If a teacher understands that, it makes 
it easier for the student.” 
It is no surprise that these students want to be 
around teachers who care about them, treat them fairly, 
try to understand them, and are helpful and friendly. 
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Certainly any student would have the potential to learn 
and progress in the kind of environment that a teacher 
with those characteristics would help create with his/her 
students in their classroom. What may have been a sur¬ 
prise was how eager many of the students were to share 
some rather private information with a teacher in order to 
get help in changing some of their patterns of behavior 
(i.e. fights) that led to not-so-helpful consequences 
(i.e. suspension). The students who participated in the 
study seemed to be making some very important statements 
with respect to the disruptive classroom behavior as 
defined in this study: 1) with a teacher that they both 
liked and learned from, disruptive behavior occurred 
minimally, if at all; 2) the earlier the teacher inter¬ 
vened in the sequence of the targeted behavior, the better 
it was for everyone; 3) what was going on outside of the 
classroom often had a major impact on their behavior in 
the classroom; and 4) the more the teacher knew and under¬ 
stood about a student*s outside life, the more helpful it 
would be in the event that the student became involved in 
a sequence of potentially disruptive behavior. 
The students seemed to be saying that much of their 
behavior occurred in a context that was not simply limited 
to one discrete event that preceded another event. For 
example, the girl who punched a student who looked at her 
funny was not really angry enough at the student at that 
moment to punch her, but she was angry enough at that 
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moment for having been punched by her brother before 
school started that day. They also seemed to describe an 
interactional environment that included both students and 
teachers and appeared somewhat complex. They said that if 
an intervention (interruption) in a sequence of poten¬ 
tially disruptive behavior occurs early in the sequence, 
the potential for serious disruption is greatly reduced. 
Also, if the individuals involved in the sequence of 
behaviors know and understand each other fairly well, the 
potential for serious disruption is greatly reduced. 
Although they did not say it in these exact words, they 
did seem to conclude that much of disruptive and/or poten¬ 
tially disruptive behavior could be avoided if the right 
questions were asked about its meaning and a response or 
intervention based on knowledge and understanding were 
introduced early in sequence. These conclusions seem to 
echo some of the systems thinking that was spelled out in 
Chapter 1. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
Conclusions 
What was accomplished by introducing a team of urban 
middle school teachers to some systems thinking and inter¬ 
ventions? The research for this dissertation shows that 
the four-teacher team and the researcher started a new 
conversation about some very familiar student behaviors in 
the classroom and came up with some new ways for those 
four teachers and their students to talk about these 
behaviors. The four teachers reported that the new 
conversation and new ways to respond and/or intervene were 
helpful to them and their students in the following ways: 
1. for two teachers, it reinforced their own 
successful past practices in reducing disrup¬ 
tive behaviors and gave them the confidence to 
continue to learn, grow, and share their skills 
with their colleagues; 
2. for one teacher, it enabled him to drastically 
reduce the disruptive behaviors in his class¬ 
room; 
3. for another teacher, it helped him start a new 
process of sharing with his colleagues that will 
be helpful for him and his team as they respond 
to disruptive behavior in their classroom; and 
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4. for most of the students, it gave them the 
opportunity to express their need to have caring 
adults understand that often their classroom 
behavior was connected to other events in their 
lives. 
Was there a reduction in the number of targeted be¬ 
haviors in the classrooms of the Participating Team? Yes, 
there was a significant reduction for the following 
reasons: 
1. one team member went from numerous targeted 
behaviors each day at the beginning of the study 
to practically none each day about half-way 
through the study all the way to the end; 
2. two other teachers reported a slight decrease in 
the targeted behaviors in their classrooms, as 
they went from relatively few to even a smaller 
number; and 
3. one teacher reported a slight reduction in the 
targeted behaviors at the very end of the study. 
Was there a reduction in the number of targeted behaviors 
in the classrooms of the Nonparticipating Team? No, the 
Nonparticipating Team reported no change in the number of 
targeted behaviors in their classrooms during the period 
of the study. 
This study was limited to information from only one 
team of four teachers and the students on their team and 
one other team of five teachers in one urban middle 
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school. Thus, conclusions based on this research are 
limited to this particular set of circumstances. However, 
what the Participating Team and their students revealed in 
the ten-week study may be very helpful for further study 
in this area. 
What became obvious fairly early in the study was the 
fact that there was not enough time to accomplish the 
planned agenda. All members of the team agreed that there 
was too much material and not enough time to cover it all 
adequately. The team simply forgot how difficult each day 
in an urban middle school can be. The constant changes 
that occur as part of the normal school week will disrupt 
teachers* prepared lessons often enough. Since teachers 
have a curriculum to follow, interruptions put them behind 
schedule, and they must work harder to catch up. A grade 
must be assigned at the end of the marking period and 
certain students* papers, quizzes, tests, projects, etc. 
must be completed in order to arrive at a fair grade. 
Although the team reported that their enthusiasm was high 
at the end of the day during which the consultation took 
place, before they knew it, the next week had arrived and 
they were often behind on their assignments. Perhaps a 
classroom observation followed by an individual consul¬ 
tation would have helped them in accomplishing their 
tasks, as well as being specifically helpful to them as 
individuals. 
112 
In spite of the time constraints, the team found the 
tasks of observing and recording the hierarchies, the 
rules about behavior, and communication patterns in their 
own classrooms to be relatively easy. The role of 
observer came more easily than that of an initiator of 
something new. Their discussions around these observing 
tasks were also easy discussions, for the role of observer 
is not one that can be easily criticized. Since three 
members of the team seemed less confident about their 
abilities than Nancy did about hers, it was easier for 
them to be as good at observing and recording as Nancy 
was. Thus, the discussions centered on the data dis¬ 
covered in the classroom and not on the individual 
teacher’s performance. The earlier tasks, then, protected 
them from the critical eyes of their colleagues and each 
team member could be freer in their discussions. 
Although they were members of the same team, there 
seemed to be a competition level within the team that was 
almost stifling to the three not-so-confident members. 
All four members could feel and talk about the competition 
between the various teams, but they were not able to talk 
about the feelings of competition they felt within the 
team itself. 
Joining proved to be the easiest intervention for the 
team to master. It is not a difficult intervention, and 
it underlies most successful counseling, therapeutic, or 
interpersonal approaches. If the teacher can not convince 
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the students that the teacher is genuinely concerned for 
them, then the students might act out behaviors that try 
to keep the teacher distant or unsuccessful by distracting 
her from her professional tasks. Although all students 
will not remain on educational tasks one-hundred per cent 
of the time during school hours, students who feel res¬ 
pected and cared about will be in an environment that 
makes it easier for them to be successful as students, 
i.e. learn. It is surprising that two of the teachers on 
the team had forgotten this fundamental approach to 
interpersonal dynamics. Bill forgot how important it was 
to connect on a personal level with his students because 
he was still in the be-tough mode of the relatively new 
teacher. "Don’t smile until Christmas vacation" is an old 
adage passed down from veteran teachers to newcomers in 
most public schools. George was so afraid of someone 
being critical of what he was or was not doing as a 
classroom teacher that he found it difficult to let anyone 
— colleague or student — approach him at the human 
level. 
The issue of boundaries was raised during the discus¬ 
sion of joining techniques. Clearly there is a difference 
between adults and preadolescents and adolescents and no 
one on the team was suggesting that boundaries be elim¬ 
inated for the sake of developing optimum joining 
techniques. Respecting and caring about students as human 
beings did not mean that a teacher should give up the 
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responsibility of keeping the classroom safe by being able 
to set limits and be fair. Although the team had its 
first major conflict during a discussion about a 
suggestion that Ann join with a specific student who was 
giving her difficulty, it was clear at the end that they 
did not disagree about the purpose and value of joining 
with their students. 
The team also agreed and understood that systems 
theory proposes that behavior occurs in a context. In 
this study since the context of the targeted behaviors is 
the classroom, it might be possible to alter behavior in 
the classroom by altering the context of the behavior. 
Thus if the classroom were a tense setting in which the 
students perceived the teacher as disliking them or being 
unfair to them, then their behavior might be quite 
different than it would in a classroom in which they 
perceived the teacher as caring and supportive. Many 
students reported the differences in their behavior in one 
teacher*s classroom versus another's. Also, Bill believed 
his success in practically eliminating the targeted 
behaviors was due almost as much to his genuine care and 
concern for his students as it was to his ability to take 
a one-down position in the face of conflict in his class¬ 
room. George finally was able to see the value of 
changing the classroom atmosphere, and at the very end of 
the study, he seemed very hopeful with respect to reducing 
substantially the targeted behaviors in his classroom. 
115 
Perhaps the most successful systemic intervention 
that the team learned involved their ability to take a 
one-dovm position in the face of a classroom conflict that 
had traditionally involved them as the disciplinarian. 
The targeted behaviors of the study often were so disrup"* 
tive because the pattern invariably drew the classroom 
teacher into the conflict in a way that only seemed to 
escalate the conflict. In the study. Bill reported having 
the most difficulty with these behaviors. George was 
silent on the issue, but probably had as much difficulty 
as Bill reported. 
No matter what method Bill had chosen to try to 
control these targeted behaviors before, nothing seemed to 
work and he was drawn in even more as time passed. He 
could yell louder or yell sooner or threaten earlier or 
with greater punishments — nothing seemed to work as long 
as he remained trying to be superior to his students. His 
attempts to change the pattern at some point in the 
sequence did not meet with success because he remained on 
the same level of power with the student or students. 
Once he decided to become less powerful than the students 
- the one-down position - his chance for success greatly 
increased because the fundamental pattern of the sequence 
was disrupted. What had started as an argument between 
two people who were eq[ual in a hierarchy of arguers ended 
up as something else between one arguer and the teacher 
who chose not only not to argue, but also to play a funny 
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game. Changing the hierarchical structure of the pattern 
would also be more successful the earlier in the sequence 
it could occur. Bill combined both early intervention 
with a basic change in the hierarchy for a powerful way to 
end the constant disputes that were disrupting his class¬ 
room. 
Although there are other methods that classroom 
teachers have used to control disruptive behavior, this 
study demonstrates that applying systemic interventions 
based on a systemic analysis of the behavior can be 
successful as well. It does not mean that all other 
successful methods should be discarded. It does suggest 
that for those teachers who find systems theory compatible 
with their own thinking, systems interventions also have 
the potential for success in changing disruptive behavior 
into nondisruptive behavior. 
Some relatively complex and important systemic inter¬ 
ventions did not work well at all during this study. The 
introduction of circular questions did not result in any 
successful practice or use in any member of the team's 
classroom. It did not appear as if the team really 
grasped the benefit of circular questions. Thus when they 
were asked to go back to their classrooms to practice 
using circular questions, it was no surprise that their 
response was so negative. One teacher did try to use some 
easier circular questions with little or no success. The 
team recommended that any study in the future be longer in 
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'tuns, with inor© tim© to iri©©t, th© siibj©ct of circular 
questions could hav© b©©n covered in more detail with a 
greater chance of some success. 
Metacommunication was another intervention that was 
not successfully grasped or practiced by the team. Again, 
time to practice was limited. They argued that a longer 
study would result in more time to practice. Also, in a 
longer study there would be time for individual 
consultation with the researcher separate from, and in 
addition to, the team*s time. These individual consulta¬ 
tions, including classroom observations, would be a great 
help in receiving feedback from their practice in the 
classroom. The team also failed to develop a scale to 
measure how teachers' and students' own perceptions of the 
targeted behaviors had changed during the study. Again, 
the lack of time available was the major factor in the 
team’s not being able to accomplish this task. 
In spite of the fact that some planned parts of the 
study were not accomplished, the expected outcome did 
occur. The targeted behaviors were reduced in the class¬ 
rooms of the Participating Team, and the teachers and most 
of the students were more aware of their own participation 
in the interactional dynamics of the targeted behaviors. 
In addition, the targeted behaviors were not reduced in 
the classrooms of the Nonparticipating Team. 
There were some unexpected outcomes of the study as 
well. The refusal of one of the members of the team to 
118 
really participate from the beginning of the study was 
surprising to all. Yet, this refusal led to the team's 
eventual cohesion near the end of the study, as it pushed 
them to discuss the unresolved and unspoken conflicts that 
were present before the study began. This process — what 
some would call storming (Tuckman, 1977) —helped them to 
realize that they too could agree to disagree and still be 
a team capable of working together. What the team went 
through as a result of their process of conflict resolu¬ 
tion mirrored somewhat what Bill and his students had gone 
through earlier in the study. Bill and his class' 
storming period went far too long to be of value to the 
class. By being able to resolve their differences, the 
class could move on to begin to accomplish the major goal 
for which they were brought together in the first place; 
learning. 
The team's success prior to their conflict resolution 
was really minimal. Two teachers on the team were 
successful and two were struggling. Once they resolved 
their major conflicts, they became more cohesive as a team 
and they could see that they would continue to be success¬ 
ful as a team in the very near future after the study was 
over. 
One other factor in the study that was probably not 
unexpected by the team, but clearly was not planned for by 
the researcher, was the tremendous amount of stress that 
the team was under all the time. Most people in and 
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around education, human services, or working with children 
and adolescents know that jobs in those fields are very 
stressful. The amount of stress and the variety of 
factors that contribute to the stress and the constancy of 
the stress that was evident each week during the study had 
not been predicted. The recommendation of the team to 
lengthen the study really came as a result of the stress 
they experienced. When they said that lack of time was 
the major reason for not having accomplished some of the 
proposed tasks of the study, what they really were saying 
was that they were under too much stress and could not 
take on any additional assignments. 
In many ways, groups and families are similar, and 
stress can play an important role in how well a group or 
family functions. In this study the group was under much 
stress, and when they were presented with a task that 
would add to their stress beyond what they felt reasonably 
capable of accomplishing, they refused to do it. It was 
both a little frustrating and encouraging to witness this. 
It was a little frustrating because it meant that not all 
of the goals of the study would be met; it was encouraging 
to see how the team chose to protect and defend themselves 
from too much stress imposed from the outside. It was 
also frustrating to realize how much stress was experi¬ 
enced by the families of the team’s students and to wonder 
if those families were able to say no to some of the 
stress imposed on them from the outside. 
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In spite of the amount of stress experienced by the 
teachers and the students of the Participating Team and a 
perception of a lack of adequate time for the study, this 
study demonstrated what it set out to demonstrate. It 
also demonstrated that all the people involved with the 
study were real, imperfect people interacting with each 
other in a dynamic environment, and that no matter how 
much one knows about people or predicts about their 
behavior, each system of humans is unique and together 
they will find their own way to work out solutions to the 
problems they face. 
Implications for Graduate Programs in 
Family Systems Theorv/Therapv 
This study demonstrated that a team of teachers at an 
urban middle school can learn a new way of looking at 
behavior, apply the new learning in their classrooms, and 
be successful in changing problem/disruptive behavior. 
They did not do this on their own through a correspondence 
course or by taking a course at the local college or 
university or by going to a day-long or longer workshop 
either at the school or away from the school. They 
learned what they learned by meeting with a graduate 
student on a weekly basis for one marking period — ten . 
weeks. 
Had the school been required to pay for the weekly 
meetings plus preparation time for the weekly meetings at 
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the going rate for a consultant at the low end of the fee 
scale, the cost would have been prohibitive. Massachu¬ 
setts* public schools do not have the money they had prior 
to the passage of Proposition 2 1/2 in the early 1980's. 
Other states report similar cutbacks in federal, state and 
local support for public education during the last ten 
years or so. Much of the grant money that comes available 
is tied to a specific initiative and can not be used in a 
general way to support teams of teachers or individual 
teachers. 
The role of graduate programs that wish to make a 
contribution to the community in general and public school 
children in particular can be expanded easily by looking 
at public schools for placement of their students needing 
practicum and/or internship sites. For some time many 
graduate programs have been using schools as sites for 
their students; however, most often the graduate students 
work with individual students or groups of students to 
supplement the understaffed counseling program at the 
school, or they train as school psychologists in 
preparation for licensing/certification at the end of 
their programs. Rarely, if ever, is a graduate student 
assigned as a consultant member of a team or teams of 
teachers whose classrooms will always be filled with some 
children with problems that go beyond the classroom 
teacher's expertise. 
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This study chose an urban middle school that was 
reorganized into teams. In Massachusetts, there are many 
urban, rural, and suburban middle schools that have 
reorganized themselves into a team-approach to providing 
learning to their students. All the teams will not be 
exactly like the Participating Team or the Nonpartici¬ 
pating Team in this study. Some teams will choose not to 
invite a consultant to join them for the purpose of 
looking at systems theory and interventions in order to 
apply them to classroom behavior; others will welcome 
them. Some principals may choose to participate in a 
substantial way if offered graduate students as consul¬ 
tants to their teams; others may choose not to participate 
at all. 
Some elementary schools and high schools in Massachu¬ 
setts and other states have chosen to use a team approach 
as well, and though the structure of those teams may not 
match that of the middle school teams, there are enough 
similarities to give a graduate student consultant trained 
in systems theory/intervention some potential for success¬ 
ful replication of this study. 
As graduate programs in social work, counseling, and 
psychology (including school psychology) look for more 
creative and responsible placements for their students, 
and as public schools continue to see an increase in the 
kinds and degree of problems that their students present 
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each day, it would seem that a mutually beneficial match 
is available for both. The possibility of the two insti¬ 
tutions and their constituencies benefitting from each 
other is limited only by administrative and logistical 
problems that are not insurmountable. 
Implications for Teacher Education 
The one participating team in this study consisted of 
four teachers — two who had many years of experience, one 
with a moderate amount of experience and one relatively 
inexperienced teacher. All reported that they benefitted 
from participating in the study. Nancy, the more 
successful of the experienced pair, found the training 
valuable because it reinforced her past and present 
successful practices by giving her a theoretical framework 
she found compatible with her own style of teaching. 
George struggled for most of the study but finally was 
able to benefit by his participation, no matter how 
minimal at first. Ann, of moderate experience, echoed 
some of Nancy's reasons for benefitting from the study and 
also found it helpful with some problems she had not been 
successful in solving by herself. Bill, the relative 
newcomer, went from disillusioned to energetic as a result 
of successfully applying some system interventions in his 
classroom. Thus, it could be argued that for this team of 
teachers, years of experience was not a factor in whether 
these teachers benefitted or not. 
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As public school teachers report more problem 
behaviors presented by their students in the classroom, 
many of these classroom teachers also report that they are 
inadequately trained to respond in any effective way. And 
these reports of inadequate training come from experienced 
teachers as well as inexperienced teachers. Perhaps 
teacher training programs should be changed to include 
some required courses in human behavior from a number of 
perspectives, including a systems perspective. Perhaps 
teachers, like social workers, counselors, and psycholo¬ 
gists need to earn a certain amount of continuing educa¬ 
tion units (CEU's) each year in order to retain their 
certification/license. As school improvement in a 
changing world gets more attention from politicians and 
the general public, perhaps this study, as limited as it 
was, can suggest that if four teachers on a team in an 
urban public middle school can benefit from instruction 
and practical application of theories designed to help in 
problem behavior in a dynamic and complex setting, perhaps 
teachers in other public school settings can benefit as 
well. 
Implications for Public Schools 
Middle school counselors in a team-structured school 
who choose to limit their role to meeting with individual 
students in their offices or groups of students in a 
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separate setting may not be as helpful as those counselors 
who choose to meet with the different teams. The Partici¬ 
pating Team in this study found any contact with the 
school counselor helpful, but they were often unable to 
meet with the counselor on a regular basis because of the 
tremendous caseload assigned to each counselor. Unfor¬ 
tunately, most public schools in Massachusetts and other 
states report similar data with respect to counselor- 
student ratios. It would appear from this study that 
school counselors' time spent with the team has greater 
benefit to the teachers and, subsequently, the students, 
than time spent with students alone. 
Although school counselors can not, nor should not, 
refuse to meet individually with students who request such 
services, perhaps guidance directors and principals should 
redesign the job of the school counselor in order to 
provide more contact with teams in an attempt to impact 
larger numbers of students and teachers.^ At the 
beginning of this study. Bill was sending many students 
out during the day to see an individual counselor, as he 
had been doing for most of the year before the study 
began. This practice had little or no effect on the 
disruptive behavior shown by his students in his classroom 
^Some schools have arranged with community mental 
health agencies to provide therapists in the school to 
assist the school with their demands for individual and 
group counseling requests. 
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each day. It was after Bill looked at the behavior from a 
systemic perspective and tried some systemic interventions 
that the disruptive pattern ceased. Perhaps school coun¬ 
selors trained in a variety of perspectives and techniques 
could work with the teams in an effort to impact on a 
large number of students at the same time. Certainly the 
results of this study suggest that working with a team can 
be more successful than working solely with individual 
students separate from their classmates. 
Many public schools have recognized that interactions 
between students that occur at home, on the street, in the 
corridor, or on the play ground have had and can have a 
serious and often disruptive impact in the classroom. The 
readiness of the students in the study to share their 
problems with someone who understands them suggests that 
current programs under the general heading of mediation or 
conflict resolution would have been beneficial. Public 
schools that have trained students and staff in mediation 
skills, and then have adopted a mediation program report 
much success in reducing the amount of conflict in their 
schools. Any behavior that becomes disruptive is not 
necessarily able to be mediated, however, and programs 
vary as to the kind and severity of the behaviors that the 
program will agree to mediate. Nevertheless, the students 
involved in this study who spoke up about the problems 
that they had all reported that disruptive sequences of 
behavior that led to further disruptions were not 
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pleasant:. Thus, it would seem that schools reporting 
incidents of disruptive behavior could look at mediation 
or conflict resolution programs as having the potential 
for success. 
Suggestions for Further Research 
Based on the results of this study, it is suggested 
that a longer and more comprehensive study with a team or 
teams be conducted in order to compare the effectiveness 
of the different studies based on the energy expended by 
the researcher. Although the team complained about the 
lack of time, perhaps the amount of stress on the team is 
of such magnitude that more time and energy spent on the 
study would not result in substantially better outcomes. 
Another area of research that the results of this 
study suggest would be beneficial is to develop in- 
service training models to educate all school personnel in 
systems theory/study and interventions. This study was 
limited to specifically teaching and training a four- 
person team — no other school staff were directly 
involved in the study. A Nonparticipating Team was 
followed minimally, but they were given no specific 
training or instruction. The administrators were aware of 
the study, but it was not known if the counselors, 
psychologists or other support staff had any knowledge of 
what was going on. Certainly it would seem important to 
discover what benefit, if any, would result in a school- 
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wide effort of instruction and training in systems theory 
and intervention. 
Since it has been stated earlier in this paper that 
there are other theories and interventions that have been 
successfully used in schools, perhaps an expanded study 
could train some teams in systems thinking and inter¬ 
ventions and other teams in another theoretical approach 
in order to determine if the school setting works best 
with one approach or another. 
Although this study did not look at issues of gender, 
race, ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation, ability or 
socioeconomic status specifically, it was no accident that 
an urban school was picked for this study. It can not be 
overemphasized that the data from urban schools does not 
compare favorably with that from wealthier suburban 
schools. Research that reports on successful studies done 
in schools where per-pupil costs far exceed the state 
average or where populations are minimally diverse has 
little credibility for those who work in large school 
districts that are seriously underfunded and whose student 
populations are very diverse. Studies about human inter¬ 
actional behavior done in urban schools may have little 
impact on funding problems, but they will have validity 
for the many staff and students working and learning in 
urban schools. Thus, it is strongly recommended that the 
greatest proportion of further research with respect to 
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schools and human behavior in the schools be conducted in 
our currently underfunded and diverse urban schools. 
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APPENDIX A 
Outline of Introduction to Systems Thinking 
and Group Dynamics 
WEEK 2 Introduction to General Systems Theory 
I. Major Points of Systems Theory 
A. System is whole comprised of interrelated parts. 
B. Change in one part will lead to change in all parts. 
C. A system is the product of the dynamic interaction 
among the parts. 
D. A system will seek and maintain consonance. 
E. A system will resist change, but an open system can 
adjust to change. 
II. Structure of Systems and the Implications for Families 
A. Boundaries and subsystems. 
B. Hierarchy and rules. 
C. Rules (Written and Unwritten) 
D. Homeostasis 
III. What Is Different about Systems Thinking 
A. Rejection of traditional concepts of S/R model. 
B. Replacement of singular causality with multicausality. 
C. Whole is greater than the sum of its parts. 
WEEK 3 Introduction to Systems Thinking (Cont.) 
I. Communications within Systems 
A. Sequences of behavior as communication. 
B. Metacommunicating. 
II. Impact of Environment on Systems 
A. How changes occur in a system. 
B. Stages of development of families and groups. 
WEEK 4 Interventions. 
I. Joining 
II. Reframing 
III. One Up/One Down Positions 
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APPENDIX B 
WEEKLY EVALUATION 
I. What did you get out of this session? 
2. What was useful? 
3. What was not useful? 
4. Of what you learned, what do you think will work in the 
classroom? Why? 
5. Of what you learned, what do you think will not work in the 
classroom? Why not? 
6. Comments/suggestions. 
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A CASE STUDY TO DETERMINE IF AN INTRODUCTION TO 
SYSTEMS THINKING AND INTERVENTIONS WILL HELP A TEAM 
OF MIDDLE SCHOOL TEACHERS BETTER MANAGE DISRUPTIVE 
BEHAVIOR IN THE CLASSROOM 
Consent for Voluntary Participation 
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and 
understand that; 
1. I will participate in a 10-week study by attending a 
weekly 45-minute period with John E. Wright. 
2. During the ten 45 minute periods, I will receive 
instruction in systems theory/thinking, learn about and 
role play classroom interventions based on systems theory, 
and discuss and review progress of my efforts to change 
disruptive behavior in the classroom. 
3. In addition, I will fill out a survey at the 
beginning of the study, keep a log of the students* and my 
behavior during the study, and fill out a weekly evalua¬ 
tion form at the end of each session with John Wright. 
4. Details of each meeting will be recorded by the 
researcher in a notebook. 
5. I will insure that the necessary parental approvals 
are in place in case any of my students wish to be part of 
one, 30-minute group session (teacher will be present), 
during which students will have the opportunity, if they 
choose, to talk about what goes on in the classroom with 
respect to disruptive behavior. I will insure that my 
students will not be punished in any way for refusing to 
particpate in the group session. 
6. My name will not be used, nor will I be identified 
personally in any way or at any time. I understand it 
will be necessary to identify participants in the disser¬ 
tation as urban, middle school team teachers. 
7. I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any 
time. 
8. I have the right to review material prior to the 
final oral exam or other publication. 
9. I understand the results from this study will be 
included in John Wright's doctoral dissertation and may 
also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional 
journals for publication. 
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10. I am free to participate or not to participate 
without prejudice. 
11. Because of the small number of participants, approxi¬ 
mately five, I understand that there is some risk that I 
may be identified as a participant in this study. 
Participant Signature Date 
Researcher Signature Date 
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A CASE STUDY TO DETERMINE IP AN INTRODUCTION TO SYSTEMS 
THINKING AND INTERVENTIONS WILL HELP A TEAM OF MIDDLE 
SCHOOL TEACHERS BETTER MANAGE DISRUPTIVE BEHAVIOR 
IN THE CLASSROOM 
Consent for Voluntary Participation 
I volunteer to participate in this qualitative study and 
understand that: 
1. I will participate in a 10-week study by attending 
one 30-ininute session with my classroom teacher, my class¬ 
mates, and John E. Wright. 
2. During that one 30-minute session, I will have an 
opportunity to talk about my classroom behavior, if I 
choose to. I will also have the opportunity, if I choose 
to, to talk about things/events outside of the classroom 
that effect my behavior in the classroom. 
3. Details of each meeting will be recorded by the 
researcher in a notebook. 
4. I understand that I will not be rewarded or punished 
in any way by my classroom teacher for my participation in 
this study. I also understand that I may attend this 
group session and not say anything, and I will not be 
rewarded or punished in any way. 
5. My name will not be used, not will I be identified 
personally in any way or at any time. I understand it 
will be necessary to identify participants in the disser¬ 
tation as urban, middle school students of various ethnic 
and racial identities; e.g. African American, Latino, 
Asian American, White, or Native American. 
6. I may withdraw from part or all of this study at any 
time. 
7. I and/or my parent/guardian have the right to review 
materials prior to the final oral examination or other 
publication. 
8. I understand the results from this study will be 
included in John Wright's doctoral dissertation and may 
also be included in manuscripts submitted to professional 
journals for publication. 
9. I am free to participate or not to participate 
without prejudice. 
10. Because of the number of student participants, no 
more than one hundred, I understand that there is a slight 
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10. Because of the number of student participants, no 
more than one hundred, I understand that there is a slight 
risk that I may be identified as a participant in this 
study. 
Participant Signature Date 
Parent/Guardian Signature Date 
Researcher Signature Date 
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TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE 
KEY: I AM 
1 = VERY DISSATISFIED 
2 = DISSATISFIED 
3 = NEUTRAL 
4 = SATISFIED 
5 = VERY SATISFIED 
6 = DON'T KNOW 
ADMINISTRATION 
1. The degree to which the school administration deals 
tactfully with your problems. 
2. The amount of input you have into administrative 
decisions that affect you and your classroom. 
3. The quality of feedback you receive from administra¬ 
tors about your performance. 
4. The amount of support provided to you by your 
administrators. 
5. The level of interest shown by administrators about 
your conerns and problems. 
6. The amount of recognition provided by administrators 
for your work. 
7. The degree to which administrators supervise or 
control your work assignment. 
8. Your overall level of satisfaction with your school 
administrators. 
COMPENSATION 
9. The degree of financial security provided by your 
present teaching job. 
10. The number of fringe benefits available to teachers 
in your school. 
11. The degree to which your present day salary is meet¬ 
ing your financial needs. 
12. The quality of health benefits provided you. 
13. Your overall satisfaction with your pay, fringe 
benefits, and other compensation. 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR ADVANCEMENT 
14. The number of opportunities for advancement within 
your school or school district. 
15. The extent to which increasing your levels of skill 
and academic preparation will increase your chances 
for career advancement. 
16. The number of promotions which occur in your school 
or school district each year. 
17. Your overall level of satisfaction with opportunities 
for career advancement in your school or district. 
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STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY AND DISCIPLINE 
18. Your satisfaction with the behavior of students in 
your school. 
19. The extent to which the students are motivated to 
learn. 
20. The degree of responsibility students show toward 
their school assignments. 
21. The extent to which students act in a self-disci¬ 
plined manner. 
22. Your overall level of satisfaction with student 
responsibility and discipline in your school. 
CURRICULUM AND JOB TASKS 
23. The range of courses offered in your subject areas or 
teaching specialties. 
24. The amount of administrative paperwork and grading of 
student papers required by your job. 
25. The feeling of accomplishment you get from your job. 
26. The extent to which you find your job challenging or 
exciting. 
27. The extent to which curriculum, course content, and 
course outlines are up-to-date. 
28. Your satisfaction with the courses you are assigned 
to teach. 
29. Your overall level of satisfaction with the curricu¬ 
lum and your job tasks. 
CO-WORKERS 
30. The range of interests of the teachers and staff 
members you work with on a daily basis. 
31. The competence of teachers in your school and school 
district. 
32. The extent to which teachers and staff members sup¬ 
port school improvement. 
33. The degree to which teachers and staff members show 
concern for student learning and the general welfare 
of students. 
34. The quality of your relationships with co-workers. 
35. The extent to which your co-workers stimulate and 
support you in your work. 
36. Your overall level of satisfaction with your co¬ 
workers . 
PARENTS AND COMMUNITY 
37. The degree of interest shown by parents in the educa¬ 
tion of their children. 
38. The financial support the community provides for the 
school. 
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PARENTS AND COMMUINITY fConfd) 
39. The degree and quality of parent and community input 
into school and curriculum development. 
40. The extent to which parents feel responsible for the 
school performance of their children. 
41. The extent to which parents and community are suppor¬ 
tive of the school and its programs. 
42. Your overall level of satisfaction with parents and 
community where you work. 
SCHOOL BUILDINGS, SUPPLIES. AND MAINTENANCE 
43. The availability of supplies for classroom and in¬ 
structional use. 
44. The quality of the school*s library and media 
materials. 
45. The number and quality of available school facili¬ 
ties. 
46. The quality of maintenance of the school grounds. 
47. The quality of maintenance of the school buildings. 
48. The speed with which needed repairs are made. 
49. Your overall level of satisfaction with the facili¬ 
ties, supplies, and maintenance. 
COMMUNICATION 
50. The speed with which you are informed about potential 
student problems. 
51. The quality of information you receive about policies 
and activities in the school or district. 
52. The speed with which administrators communicate 
important information to you. 
53. The extent to which you are given advance notice of 
topics to be discussed at meetings of the school 
board or administrative council. 
54. The ease with which you can communicate with school 
administrators. 
55. The clarity of school forms and procedures. 
56. Your overall satisfaction with the extent and quality 
of communication within the school and district. 
END OF SURVEY 
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